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ABSTRACT

THE SOCIAL VALIDITY OF SUPPORTIVE BEHAVIORS AND SOCIAL ANXIETY IN
ADOLESCENCE

Samantha Coyle, M.A.
Department of Psychology
Northern Illinois University, 2016
Christine K. Malecki, Director

During adolescence, social relationships become increasingly important, as adolescents
play a much larger role in the selection of their peers and make more of an effort to develop
autonomy from the immediate family structure. Because the development of positive
relationships has been linked to a variety of positive and negative outcomes, understanding the
factors that may impede the development of these relationships is essential. Social anxiety has
been linked to a number of significant impairments in the social functioning of adolescents, and
while the literature surrounding social anxiety is vast, little research has examined the direct
relationship between social support and social anxiety. Additionally, research extending the idea
of discounting theory, or the ability of an individual to preserve self-worth or self-esteem by
determining a skill or behavior to be unimportant, to social support is in the early stages. The
current study examined the relationship between social support from classmates and close friends
and social anxiety in a sample of 377 adolescent students in grades 9 through 12. The results of
this study suggest that the frequency of support from classmates is associated with social anxiety
and that this relationship may be stronger for girls than for boys. Although the importance of
social support was not associated with social anxiety on its own, the importance of support from

classmates moderated the relationship between the frequency of social support and social
anxiety, with students with low levels of support, but high importance ratings demonstrating the
highest levels of social anxiety. In sum, this finding suggests that students who are unable to
discount the importance of support are at greater risk for social anxiety. Implications of these
findings and how they relate to intervention efforts are discussed.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Background and Rationale for the Study
As students make the transition from middle childhood to adolescence, relationships with
peers become increasingly important. Children start to move away from a period in which they
rely on their parents for support and nurturance and into a period of developing autonomy
(Pianta, 2009). With this new sense of independence, adolescents strive to find their place in
society and develop their own identities. It is also during this period that friendships become
important, fueled through adolescents’ desire to establish bonds and gain personal validation
through these intimate relationships with people outside of their immediate family (Parker,
Rubin, Erath, Wojslawowicz, & Buskirk, 2006). During this transition, adolescents spend more
time with peers, rate friendships as more important and begin to form specific friend groups
characterized by intimacy and companionship (Brown & Larson, 2009; La Greca & Lopez,
1998). Having positive friendships is associated with lower levels of loneliness; internalizing
problems, such as anxiety and depression; less frequent peer victimization; higher levels of selfesteem and greater social and academic competence (Brown & Larson, 2009; Erath, Flanagan &
Bierman, 2007; La Greca & Lopez, 1998; Storch & Masia-Warner, 2004; Vernberg, Abwender,
Ewell & Beery,1992). Because the literature suggests that peer relationships are so critical to
adolescent well-being and psycho-social adjustment, it is important to examine the factors that
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may impede the development of friendships and the overall ability to bond with peers as a whole.
One such factor is social anxiety.
Social anxiety is characterized by an intense fear of social situations in which an
individual is afraid of being judged or evaluated negatively by others. Research has determined
that social anxiety can be viewed as a three-part construct which includes a fear of negative
evaluation, avoidance or distress in new situations, or general and pervasive anxiety in all social
settings (La Greca, Dandes, Wick, Shaw, & Stone, 1988). Social anxiety becomes important to
consider particularly during the adolescent years, as adolescents gain more control over their
social relationships and are presented with more opportunities for social interaction (Brown &
Larson, 2009). In conjunction with the increase in number of social experiences, social phobia, a
more significant psychological disorder in which social anxiety is a hallmark characteristic,
peaks at around age 15 (Mancini, Van Ameringen, Bennett, Patterson & Watson, 2005). Socially
anxious individuals report that they are threatened by even ambiguous social stimuli and develop
heightened physiological arousal in many social or performance demands, often leading to
avoidant behaviors and social withdrawal (Brown & Larson, 2009; Erath et al., 2007; Rao,
Beidel, Turner, Ammerman, Crosby & Sallee, 2007; Rapee & Heimberg, 1997; Rubin, LeMare
& Lollis, 1990). The resulting self-imposed social isolation is particularly harmful as it reduces
adolescents number of social experiences and opportunities to practice interacting with peers,
develop their social skills and initiate and maintain friendships (Rubin et al., 1990).
The presence of social anxiety has been associated with a number of indicators of lowquality relationships, including less close friendships and more negative self-evaluations of
social competencies (Rubin et al., 1990). In addition, anxious children are often less well liked
than their non-anxious peers (Strauss, Frame & Forehand, 1987), experience more episodes of
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victimization and report higher levels of depression and other internalizing symptoms (La Greca
& Harrison, 2005; La Greca et al., 1988; Spence, Donovan, & Brechman-Toussaint, 1999;
Storch & Masia-Warner, 2004; Storch, Masia-Warner, Crisp & Klein, 2005). Given the fact that
development of these social bonds are important to the psychological functioning of adolescence,
more needs to be done to examine what factors may play a role in the development or
maintenance of these symptoms and possible ways to buffer the negative outcomes associated
with social anxiety.
Social support is one factor that is often considered to be an essential component and
quality indicator of social relationships. While studies have indirectly examined the relationship
between social support and social anxiety in the context of relationship quality (La Greca &
Lopez, 1998), less has been done examining this relationship directly. Social support can be
defined as an “individual’s perceptions of general support or specific supportive behaviors
(available or enacted upon) from people in their social network, which enhances their
functioning and/or may buffer them from adverse outcomes” (Malecki & Demaray, 2002, p. 2).
Tardy’s (1985) definition has broken this broad term into a five-part model, which is widely used
in psychological research and includes: direction (support that can be given or received),
disposition (availability of support), description/evaluation (satisfaction with support, or
importance of support), content (type of support) and network (who is providing the support).
When considering peer relationships, it has been well established that support from peers and
support from classmates are critically important. Although frequency of support and social
anxiety has been studied in the context of peer relations, little is known about how the evaluation
of this support may play a role in this relationship. As students make the transition from
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childhood to adolescence, friendships become much more important (La Greca & Prinstein,
2001); however, the value that students place on this relationship is rarely examined.
The current study looks to extend the research on social anxiety by examining the
relationship of social support on this debilitating social uneasiness. Specifically, the current study
examines the unique relationship of the frequency and the importance of socially supportive
behaviors from classmates and close friends and how these particular relationships are
differentially related to social anxiety. Furthermore, the current study will also contribute to the
literature examining discounting theory by exploring the potential moderating role of the
importance of social support in the relationship between social support frequency and social
anxiety.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Social Anxiety
The transition from childhood to adolescence marks a series of changes in the individual
as well as the social context and norms that increase the importance of peer relationships (Brown
& Larson, 2009). Because of this elevated emphasis on these relationships and the strong link
between having supportive, intimate friendships and overall well-being, it is important to
understand the factors that may impede the development of these bonds. Social anxiety is one
factor that has been shown to influence peer relationships. As students get older, a significant
increase in fear of social evaluation is a normal aspect of development, as adolescents are more
cognitively aware of how they appear or “come across” to others in their social interactions
(Ollendick & Hirshfeld-Becker, 2002; Ollendick, King & Frary, 1989). While it is typical for
adolescents to have these transient episodes of social anxiety, for some, these symptoms may not
dissipate and can develop into a more chronic issue, potentially inhibiting their future social
functioning and development (Ollendick & Hirshfeld-Becker, 2002). Social anxiety disorder
(SAD) is among the most common psychiatric disorders throughout the lifespan, ranking third
behind alcohol abuse and depression, and the most common of the anxiety disorders in
adolescence and adulthood (Ollendick & Hirshfeld-Becker, 2002). Considering its high
prevalence and level of impairment, understanding social anxiety and the factors that may
contribute to the development and maintenance of its symptoms is essential.
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While there are many different definitions that have been used throughout the literature to
identify social anxiety, it is traditionally defined as the intense feelings of fear, worry and
apprehension that an individual experiences within the context of social relationships (La Greca
& Stone, 1993). It involves an excessive fear of interpersonal evaluation and judgment and the
possibility of embarrassment in front of one’s peers (Erath et al., 2007). That is, social anxiety is
distinct from other forms of anxiety in that the apprehension is brought on and intensified by
other individuals (Shlenker & Leary, 1982). Shlenker and Leary (1982) define social anxiety as
“anxiety resulting from the prospect or presence of personal evaluation in real or imagined social
situations” (p.2). According to this definition, social anxiety does not necessarily have to occur
in actual social events but can occur in imaged social events, such as anticipating a future event
or imagining social situations. Ollendick and Hershfeld-Becker (2002) point out that, oftentimes,
the potential for embarrassment or humiliation is what drives the feelings of anxiety. In sum,
social anxiety is anxiety that occurs within the context of interactions with another person,
actual, potential, or perceived. In extreme cases, some individuals with social anxiety could have
difficulty completing simple tasks that one would not even consider social, such as simply
walking down the street, as this could be a stressful event because of the possibility of being
viewed by others.
There are many different behavioral symptoms of social anxiety for adolescents and
adults that have been described, such as crying, uneasiness and attaching to adult figures for
children (Ollendick & Hershfeld-Becker, 2002), and panic-like symptoms: stuttering, nail biting,
trembling, heart racing, sweating, and trouble concentrating, among others (Beidel & Turner,
1998; Ollendick & Hershfeld-Becker, 2002; Stein & Stein, 2008). Sometimes, children and
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adolescents with social anxiety appear defiant because they refuse to follow directions and do as
they are told in anxiety-provoking situations (Kashdan & Herbert, 2001). Because social
interactions are so common, particularly in adolescence, it is important to develop a
comprehensive understanding of social anxiety in order to inform interventions to help
individuals cope with SAD.
Overview and Definitions
Social anxiety disorder is considered to be a serious psychological impairment,and
diagnostic criteria for the disorder has been outlined within the DSM-V. While there is a
specific diagnostic criterion to be considered clinically impaired by the disorder, social anxiety
disorder and social phobia are often considered to exist on a continuum, beginning with a total
lack of social anxiety, moving into a normal and probably adaptive level of fear of evaluation
that does not necessarily inhibit performance or cause any significant social impairment (Rapee
& Spence, 2004). At the next level is shyness and mild social fears and avoidance, followed by
more intense fears and finally extreme distress and withdrawal. This conceptualization of social
anxiety as continuous suggests that both social phobia and perhaps even the more extreme
pathology, avoidant personality disorder, fall at the extreme ends of this continuum (Rapee &
Spence, 2004). In sum, social anxiety is anxiety that occurs within the context of interactions
with another person (actual, potential, or perceived) and even individuals who may not reach
clinically significant levels of the disorder can still experience significant distress, impairment
and display symptoms of SAD. Because of its connection with more extreme forms of functional
impairment, more needs to be done to understand the risk factors and developmental trajectories
associated with SAD.
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Previous DSM-IV criteria for SAD had distinguished between two subtypes of social
anxiety: generalized social anxiety, or anxiety that occurs in all social interactions, and specific
social anxiety, or anxiety specific to certain types of social activities (Ollendick & HirshfeldBecker, 2002). The generalized subtype has been considered to be more severe, in that it is
pervasive and more commonly associated with co-morbid conditions such as selective mutism,
depression, externalizing disorders, and avoidant personality disorder, leading to greater
functional impairment (Ollendick & Hirshfeld-Becker, 2002; Stein & Stein, 2008). The new
DSM-V criteria for SAD has removed this “generalized” specifier and replaced it with a
“performance only” specifier to include individuals who are only anxious in the context of
speaking or performing in public (Bogels, Alden, Beidel, Clark, Pine, Stein, & Voncken, 2010).
In addition to certain subtypes within the diagnostic criteria, other researchers who
examined social anxiety on more of a continuous level include normative levels of the disorder
and have highlighted two distinct cognitive factors that are often associated with the disorder: an
evaluation component and severe distress (La Greca & Lopez, 1998; La Greca & Stone, 1993;
Shlenker & Leary, 1982). Watson and Friend (1969) developed a three-part model of social
anxiety that was used to develop a measure of social anxiety for adults. Their three-component
model includes social distress, social avoidance, and fear of negative evaluation. La Greca et al.
(1988) have further synthesized the literature on social anxiety to develop a model specific to
children and adolescents that includes three components that effectively capture the construct:
fear of negative evaluation, general social avoidance and distress and social avoidance and
distress in new situations (La Greca et al., 1988). This is an important distinction in the study of
social anxiety, as individuals who generalize this distress in all situations may be very different
from individuals who are only socially anxious in new situations, where displaying these anxious

9
behaviors may be more socially acceptable (La Greca & Stone, 1993; Ollendick & HirshfeldBecker, 2002; Vernberg et al., 1992; Watson & Friend, 1969). These models of social anxiety
suggest that SAD includes both cognitive and behavioral components that contribute to the
development and maintenance of the disorder (La Greca & Stone, 1993).
Models of Social Anxiety
There are multiple models of social anxiety and social phobia that have been used to
understand the cognitive and behavioral processes behind social anxiety. Rapee and Heimberg
(1997) propose a cognitive-behavioral model that focuses on anxiety in the context of situations
which an individual perceives to be socially threatening. According to this model, socially
phobic individuals tend to be overly critical of themselves and highly value the positive views of
others. During social encounters, an individual creates a mental image of his or her external
appearance and visible behaviors and becomes preoccupied with the mental representation of
oneself in the situation. This preoccupation takes up a significant portion of one’s cognitive
resources which ultimately affects performance. Oftentimes, the socially anxious individuals will
engage in “safety behaviors” to compensate for their negative representations, such as wearing
make-up or extra clothing to hide blushing or covering up their face with their hands. Individuals
become so entrapped by their perception of their appearance during social encounters that they
may become hyper-vigilant regarding their somatic and cognitive symptoms (Clark, 2001). In
addition, socially anxious individuals are concurrently preoccupied with any perceived social
threat, further reducing their cognitive availability. Both the individuals’ perception of
themselves (mental representation) and perceived social threats are influenced by past
experiences, internal cues (such as physiological arousal) and external cues (such as feedback
from the audience; Rapee & Heimberg, 1997).
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Socially anxious individuals are preoccupied and paranoid as to whether their actual
performance of a social behavior is meeting the standard of the audience (Rapee & Heimberg,
1997). For the socially anxious individual, it is important to consider what constitutes “the
audience,” as this can include any person or group of people who have the potential to view the
individual’s social performance. Thus, the audience does not necessarily have to view the
person’s behavior, but have the potential to interact with the individual on some level. This
aspect of the cognitive-behavioral model of social anxiety is especially concerning because it
implies that simply walking down the street could be viewed as a socially threatening event, if
even one individual is in the street in tandem (Rapee & Heimberg, 1997).
Hofmann (2007) also proposes a theory regarding the cognitive factors that maintain
social anxiety disorder. According to this theory, and similar to Rapee and Heimberg (1997),
socially anxious individuals have high perceived social standards, which lead to feelings of
apprehension and anxiety when faced with a social performance situation. This theory also
includes a perceived self-efficacy component, in that individuals want to achieve this high social
standard but do not believe that they have the skills or ability to do so, leading to increased levels
of anxiety and self-focused thinking. Because of this low perceived self-efficacy, socially
anxious individuals tend to display negative outcome biases, in that they perceive others as
evaluating them negatively and lack confidence in their performance abilities (Clark, 2001;
Hofmann, 2007). This is evident in research suggesting that socially anxious individuals tend to
rate their social skills as poor, despite their actual abilities (Cartwright-Hatton, Hodges & Porter,
2003; Cartwright-Hatton, Tschernitz, & Gomersall, 2005). The combination of these negative
cognitions leads individuals with SAD to engage in avoidance behaviors and further negative
rumination of the event or situation (Hofmann, 2007). Hofmann (2007) suggests that this is a
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cyclical event and that these negative cognitions serve as maintaining factors of SAD.
Hofmann’s theory of the cognitions that fuel the maintenance of social anxiety is complementary
to Rapee and Heimberg’s (1997) theory in that the negative post-event rumination contributes to
future anxiety, and thereby engrains a negative mental representation of the self into the memory
of the individual as more anxiety-provoking experiences occur.
In sum, social anxiety typically occurs in situations in which there is a discrepancy
between an individual’s perceived social standards and his or her perceived ability to perform the
task at hand to that standard (Hofmann, 2007). However, it should be noted that some research
has suggested that even when a social interaction has been successful, social anxiety may still
increase. For example, Wallace and Alden (1995) found that even individuals who received
positive feedback after a social interaction had increased levels of social anxiety following the
feedback. This increase was attributed to the individuals’ perception that the audiences’
expectations of their social performance increase with their increased competency. With this in
mind, some individuals with social anxiety will actually purposefully fail a task in order to lower
audiences’ future expectations and reduce their own level of anxiety (Baumgardner & Brownlee,
1987). These findings are also consistent with both Hofmann and Rapee and Heimberg’s theories
and highlight the important cognitive aspect of these models of social anxiety. Despite a
successful performance, the negative cognitive distortion regarding the individual’s self-efficacy
and fear of meeting a social standard remains.
Risk Factors for Social Anxiety
There have been a number of proposed risk factors for the development of social
anxiety, including genetic factors, temperamental factors, parental factors, conditioning events,
and cognitive influences (Ollendick & Hirshfeld-Becker, 2002). However, it is important to note
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that development of social anxiety can occur via a wide variety of diverse pathways. Mannuzza,
Schneier, Chapman, Liebowitz, Klien, & Fryer (1995) and Stein et al. (1998) found that children
of parents with generalized social anxiety were more likely to develop SAD than individuals
with specific social anxiety or no family history of the disorder. Other studies have also
uncovered this finding when looking at social phobia as a global construct (Lieb, Wittchen,
Hofler, Fuetsch, Stein, & Merikangas, 2000). Kendler, Karkowski and Prescott (1999) estimated
the heritability of social phobia to be approximately 51% using a sample of over 1,700 female
monozygotic twins. While some of this apparent passing on of socially anxious behavior appears
to be genetic, a portion may be attributable to environmental influences through modeling of
phobic behavior and parenting practices (Ollendick & Hirshfeld-Becker, 2002). Socially anxious
parents may have more limited social networks or be more socially isolated, reducing their
child’s number of social experiences (Caster, Inderbitzen & Hope, 1999). Additionally, parental
rejection, overprotection, and other forms of psychopathology such as depression and alcohol
dependency disorders have been linked to higher levels of social anxiety (Lieb et al., 2000).
In addition to possible genetic predispositions and parental influences in the
development of social phobia or social anxiety, research also suggests that early inhibited
temperament or behavioral inhibition, in which children are fearful or avoidant of unfamiliar
situations early in life, can serve as a risk factor or precursor for social anxiety (Biederman et al.,
2001; Hayward, Killen, Kraemer & Taylor, 1998). Biederman et al. (2001) found that early
behavioral inhibition was related to higher levels of social phobia and avoidant behaviors in later
childhood, suggesting that behavioral inhibition may serve as a risk factor for the development of
childhood social anxiety disorder. Schwartz, Snidman and Kagan (1999) examined the role of
early temperamental characteristics in relation to the development of social anxiety and found
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that children who were classified as inhibited at age 2 were more likely to develop SAD 12 years
later. In fact, 61% of adolescents who were classified as inhibited as toddlers had social anxiety
as adolescents, compared to only 27% of uninhibited toddlers. In addition to behavioral
inhibition, other studies have found that socially anxious youth report higher levels of social
withdrawal than students who report normative levels of social anxiety (Erath et al., 2007).
Using sociometric data, La Greca and Stone (1993) found that neglected children report higher
levels of social anxiety than rejected children, popular children and average children, suggesting
that students with higher levels of social anxiety are more likely to isolate themselves from the
peer group and may be at greater risk for SAD.
Furthermore, particularly stressful events, such as chronic peer victimization and peer
rejection, can trigger the onset of social anxiety (La Greca et al., 1988; Spence et al., 1999). One
study by Storch et al. (2005) examined the relationship between social anxiety and peer
victimization in a sample of adolescents and found that overt victimization experiences predicted
reports of social anxiety one year later, while high levels of social anxiety did not predict
victimization experiences in return. Another study by Storch and Masia-Warner (2004) found
that relational victimization predicted levels of social anxiety even when prosocial behavior and
overt victimization were controlled for, suggesting that victimization aimed to degrade
someone’s character or social status could serve as a risk factor or precursor for social anxiety
over other forms of aggression. In addition, children with higher levels of social anxiety also
report more negative peer relationships and fewer positive peer interactions than their less
anxious peers (Motoca, Williams & Silverman., 2012). Using a longitudinal design, Tillfors,
Persson, Willen and Burk (2012) found that peer acceptance predicted social anxiety over time;
however, this was not reciprocal, and social anxiety did not predict peer acceptance, suggesting
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that rejection from peers may play a causal role in the development of social anxiety. These
findings suggest that not only are negative experiences linked to social anxiety, but the absence
of positive social interactions may play a role as well.
Moreover, as mentioned previously in the literature surrounding models of social
anxiety, negative cognitions such as overestimating potential threats, underestimating coping
abilities and negative interpretations of ambiguous social situations can contribute to the
development and maintenance of SAD (Rapee & Heimberg, 1997; Spence et al., 1999).
Gender and Developmental Differences in Social Anxiety
Throughout the literature, there have been consistent gender differences in the reported
levels and prevalence of social anxiety, with mixed results regarding grade-level differences.
Girls consistently report higher levels of social anxiety than boys (Crick & Ladd, 1993; La Greca
et al., 1988; La Greca & Harrison,1998; La Greca & Stone,1993). When considering age
differences, Mancini et al. (2005) report that the rate of social anxiety begins to increase
significantly around adolescence, with the onset of more serious psychological disorders related
to SAD, such as social phobia, peaking at around age 15. However, other studies examining
elementary-aged children found that younger children had higher levels of social anxiety than
older children (La Greca et al., 1988; La Greca & Stone, 1993). They attributed this finding to
the possibility that younger children have less stable friend groups during the early elementary
years, with this stability increasing as students spend more time with the same group of peers
during primary school. However, these studies examined child populations in isolation and did
not have an adolescent comparison group to determine differences in social anxiety prevalence
between childhood and adolescence or during this transition. It is likely that this stability of
friend groups dismantles during adolescence when students transition from primary school to
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middle and high school, leading to increases in social anxiety. In fact, Vernberg et al. (1992)
found that students who transitioned to a new school had higher levels of social avoidance and
distress in new situations at the beginning of the year than at the end of the year, suggesting that
social anxiety is fluid and can be changed with differing experiences. Additionally, it suggests
that social anxiety may increase during transition periods for students, such as between
elementary and middle school and middle school and high school.
Rao et al. (2007) argue that while many researchers typically study socially anxious
children and adolescents together, this may not be appropriate, considering the vast
developmental changes that occur during this time period. They argue that more research needs
to be done, as findings about SAD for adolescents may not be generalizable for a population of
children. To address this issue, they examined the differences in SAD symptom expression in a
clinically referred sample of 150 children and adolescents using a combination of diagnostic
interviews, parent and self-report rating scales and behavioral observations (Rao et al., 2007).
Results indicated that children and adolescents report similar levels of distress and that this
distress leads to equal levels of functional impairment. Despite equal levels of impairment,
children and adolescents differed in their symptomology. Adolescents reported more fear and
avoidance behaviors than children, less friendships, and more social isolation and loneliness.
Additionally, adolescents reported higher scores on the Multidimentional Anxiety Scale for
Children (MASC), which taps into more of the cognitive components of social anxiety than other
social anxiety scales that address more of the behavioral components of the disorder. This
finding reflects the increase in abstract thinking and cognitive maturity that is characteristic of
adolescents (Brown & Larson, 2009). Children, on the other hand, were more likely to report a
pervasive, general pattern of SAD, and had poorer social skills and visible indicators of anxiety
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than adolescents (Rao et al., 2007). These results suggest that social anxiety looks different
depending on the developmental level of the individual.
Social Anxiety and Peer Relationships
The literature regarding social anxiety is vast and comprehensive, particularly in relation
to the development of peer relationships, with positive peer relationships consistently linked to
lower levels of social anxiety (Erath et al., 2007; Greco & Morris, 2005; La Greca & Harrison,
2005; La Greca & Lopez, 1998; Vernberg et al., 1992). Research suggests that high levels of
social anxiety can interact with adolescent peer relationships by increasing social withdrawal,
avoidance and disengagement (Erath et al., 2007; Hofmann, 2007, Rapee & Heimberg, 2007;
Rao et al., 2006; 1997; Rubin et al., 1990). In fact, utilizing sociometric data, children who were
classified as neglected reported the highest levels of social avoidance and distress, compared to
popular and rejected children (La Greca et al., 1988). This finding suggests that children who are
socially phobic are more likely to avoid relationships with peers altogether. This is especially
important to address during adolescence, considering that, unlike during childhood, where
parents typically arrange play dates and friendships, adolescents are more independent in the
selection of their own peer groups (Hartup & Stevens, 1999). However, because socially anxious
adolescents also report more avoidance behaviors (Rao et al., 2007), they may not be seeking out
support and are not capitalizing on the benefits of having supportive relationships. Social
withdrawal can be particularly detrimental for socially anxious youth as it limits their
opportunities to interact with peers and develop the social skills necessary to initiate and
maintain friendships (Rubin et al.,1990). A study by Vernberg et al. (1992) led to a somewhat
optimistic finding, that adolescents’ degree of social anxiety is fluid and can change over time in
response to experiences such as companionship, intimacy and frequency of rejection experiences
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by peers. This finding suggests that examining this construct is even more important because it
can be changed, and determining the possible contributing and maintenance of social anxiety can
help develop effective strategies to reduce symptoms and prevent the development of more
significant psychological disorders later in life. It can also help us determine the best type of
interventions to use with children and adolescents who are socially anxious.
One study by Ginsburg, La Greca, and Silverman (1998) examined the relationship
between social anxiety and social-emotional functioning in a sample of over 150 children
between the ages of 6 and 11. The participants completed a variety of self-report measures to
assess their levels of social anxiety, self-perceptions of social acceptance, behavioral conduct,
scholastic competence, physical appearance, athletic competence and global self-worth and a
measure to assess their quality and quantity of peer interactions. The parents of the participants
also completed the Social Skills Rating System to assess their perception of their child’s social
skills, problem behaviors and academic competence. Students with high levels of social anxiety
reported lower levels of social competence, lower levels of overall self-worth, and more negative
peer interactions. This study also found support for the finding that generalized social anxiety
and distress leads to more pervasive negative outcomes, in that students with high general social
anxiety rated themselves as less socially accepted and reported fewer positive and more negative
interactions with their peers. There was also a significant relationship between social anxiety and
social skills, in that the parents of socially anxious girls reported deficits in general social skills,
assertion and responsible social behavior.
Other researchers have expanded the literature on social anxiety to include other aspects
of peer relationships. Erath et al. (2007) examined the behavioral and cognitive factors
associated with social anxiety and peer relationships in early adolescence with a sample of 84
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sixth and seventh grade students. Data were obtained via self-report measures, such as the Social
Anxiety Scale for Adolescence (SAS-A; La Greca & Lopez, 1998), as well as a number of other
measures, to assess their social performance expectations, coping strategies and frequency of
peer victimization. Students’ positive affect expression, confidence/comfort, sensitive
interpersonal responding, and global conversational skills were assessed via direct observation
techniques. Data were also collected via students’ teachers to assess socially withdrawn behavior
and positive interaction behaviors of students. Lastly peer acceptance and victimization were
measured using a sociometric peer nomination approach. The researchers found that socially
anxious youth were less accepted by their peers and experienced more frequent victimization
than less anxious youth. In addition, socially anxious youth displayed less pro-social behavior
and more social withdrawal than students who reported normative levels of social anxiety.
When considering socio-metric data, it is important to consider social withdrawal as a factor, as
students who are socially withdrawn are more likely to isolate themselves and reduce their
chances of being nominated by their peers as a friend (La Greca et al.,1988). Further examination
of the results using a path analysis procedure concluded that social anxiety was linked with
negative performance expectations and social withdrawal, which in turn was linked with
decreased peer acceptance. Students with socially anxious tendencies may find themselves less
accepted by their peers in part due to reduced positive social engagement (Erath et al., 2007).
Lastly the researchers did not find a significant relationship between social anxiety and social
skills, which they attributed to the staged nature of the conversations and the procedure used to
collect this data (an adult “acting” as a peer).
Given the strong and consistent relationship between social anxiety and peer
relationships, it is important to examine the factors that may contribute to the development of
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social anxiety or aspects of student relationships that can be a target for intervention to help
reduce social anxiety. The current study aims to examine the factors within peer relationships
that may mitigate the negative effects of social anxiety by examining the relationship between
social anxiety and social support from classmates and close friends.

Social Support
Social support is an important factor to consider within the context of peer relationships.
Particularly during adolescence, supportive relationships become critical, as adolescents gain
more independence from their families and spend more time outside of the immediate family
structure (Brown & Larson, 2009). Additionally, adolescents typically characterize their
friendships using terms such as intimacy and support, suggesting that social support is a critical
factor in the formation and maintenance of friendships, as well as a method of evaluating the
quality of their relationships (Berndt, 1982; La Greca & Lopez, 1998).
One methodological limitation associated with social support is the terminology and
theory behind the definition and measurement of social support. Cobb (1976) has defined social
support as feeling loved, valued and esteemed and being included in a social network.
Considering this definition, it is not surprising that many researchers who study social support
focus on the emotional components of support and tend to ignore other types of supportive
behaviors that may be just as important (Malecki & Demaray, 2002). To address this limitation
and include a wide range of supportive behaviors in addition to emotional support, the current
study utilizes Tardy’s (1985) model of support. According to Tardy’s (1985) model, social
support can be broken into five different components, including direction, disposition,
description/evaluation, content and network.
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Models of Support
The direction component of support refers to the fact that social support can be both
given, received, or reciprocal (Tardy, 1985). The second aspect of social support is disposition or
the availability of support. Disposition taps into both the quality and quantity of support. The
quality of support refers to whether it is meeting the needs of the individual or what support the
individual has access to, while the quantity refers to the amount of support the individual is
receiving or the support that someone has utilized. Support may be perceived as available, but it
may not be enacted and sometimes knowing that support is available may be helpful to an
individual, regardless of whether it is enacted upon (Demaray & Malecki, 2014). For example,
for some students, simply knowing that the teacher is there to provide academic support in the
classroom may be useful to that student, regardless of whether he or she actually uses that
support or not. The third aspect of support, description and evaluation, refers to the frequency of
support, whether individuals are satisfied with the support they are receiving in their lives and
how important that support is to them (Tardy, 1985). This aspect of support is important in the
measurement and social validity of support (Demaray & Malecki, 2014). Description of support
provides an overall picture of the supportive acts and is important in that an individual may
receive social support but the support may not be meaningful if they do not care about it. Simply
because a behavior may be perceived as supportive to an outside spectator does not mean that it
is important to the individual receiving support. The fourth component of this model, content of
social support, is commonly referred to as the type of social support and is typically broken up
into four different types. Each unique situation may expose an individual to differing types or
forms of supportive behaviors. Emotional support is the type of social support that is most
commonly thought of when considering social support and includes loving and caring behaviors,
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empathy and trust (Malecki & Demaray, 2002; Tardy, 1985). Instrumental support includes
helping behaviors such as loaning someone money or goods or spending time with someone.
Informational support involves providing information or advice to another person, and lastly
appraisal support includes evaluative feedback and performance knowledge (Tardy, 1985).
While these forms of support are the most common, Tardy acknowledges that there are other
types of support that may not fall within the scope of these four types, but they may still be
important. The final component of his model is network or sources of support (Tardy, 1985).
This can include any individual(s) within the person’s social network that supports that person,
such as parents, teachers, classmates, and friends. Tardy’s model provides a comprehensive
conceptualization of what social support is, yet it does not explain the functions of social support
or how social support is related to various outcomes for children and adolescents.
For the current study, social support is defined as “as an individual’s perceptions of
general support or specific supportive behaviors (available or enacted upon) from people in their
social network, which enhances their functioning and/or may buffer them from adverse
outcomes” (Malecki & Demaray, 2002, p. 2). This definition includes what researchers refer to
as the main effects model and the stress buffering model. The beneficial effects of social support
have been explored in the research and have supported these two models of support. While the
main effects model has suggested that social support is beneficial to all, the stress buffering
model suggests that the benefits of socially supportive behaviors is only evident to those
experiencing some type of stressor (Cohen & Wills, 1985).
Main effects model. According to the main effects model, social support is important in
the lives of all individuals regardless of any current stressor or negative situation (Demaray &
Malecki, 2014). Cohen and Wills (1985) suggest that the benefits of this model are a result of a
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generalized positive experience associated with having a large and supportive social network.
Having a large and supportive network could also be beneficial because it provides the individual
with a predictable and stable support system to cope with daily life stressors when they do arise
(Berndt, 1982; Cohen & Wills,1985). Considering the main effects model from a school
perspective, this model is particularly optimistic, in that high levels of peer and teacher support
can be beneficial to the overall student population. Thus, developing interventions to increase the
amount of support in the school can be a cost-effective method of improving the social and
emotional well-being of the entire student body. Cohen, Gottlieb and Underwood (2000) also
discuss what they refer to as the social constructionist perspective, which posits that regardless of
stress, social support influences an individual’s health by increasing self-esteem and selfregulation. Support for the main effects model has been demonstrated in the research. Low levels
of social support have been linked to internalizing problems including depression, anxiety,
clinical maladjustment, emotional symptoms and school maladjustment, and high levels of
support have been linked to positive outcomes such as greater personal adjustment, GPA, greater
self-esteem and more positive attitudes toward school (Demaray, Malecki, Davidson, Hodgson,
& Rebus, 2005; Demaray & Malecki, 2002b; Rueger, Malecki, & Demaray, 2010).
The stress buffering model. In some situations, social support may only be
advantageous for students who may be at risk (Barrera, 1986; Cohen & Wills, 1985). According
to this model, having high levels of social support is critical for those who are experiencing
significant stressors in their lives, whereas it may not be as essential for those who are not at risk
(Demaray & Malecki, 2014). Supportive actions or the belief that support is available can
contribute to the overall health of an individual by serving as a protective factor from the
negative effects of stress (Cohen et al., 2000). Additionally, Barrera (1986) suggests that the
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relationship between distress and stress is higher when there is low social support. According to
Cohen et al. (2000), enacted support can help an individual cope with a life stressor, reducing
potential negative outcomes, whereas perceptions of the availability of support may help an
individual perceive certain events as less threatening, further reducing negative outcomes. As a
result, support can serve as a buffer by both utilizing support networks in stressful situations, and
also by knowing that there are networks in place that can be utilized if a stressful situation comes
to the forefront. However, it is important to keep in mind that in order for these supportive
behaviors to serve as a possible buffer in stressful situations the support must match the needs of
that person. For example, a student who is fighting with a friend and needs advice will not
benefit from support such as giving the student money or material goods. Instead, providing the
child advice and caring behaviors are more likely to fill the buffering role of social support
because they match the needs of that particular situation (Demaray & Malecki, 2014).
There are a number of studies that have supported this model throughout the research.
For example, Lopes and Moleiro (2011) examined the potentially moderating effects of social
support between childhood maltreatment and school achievement and found that perceived
support had a significant moderating effect for students at risk on language arts and math
performance. They also found that teacher support moderated the relationship between risk status
and grade retention for neglected children. Malecki and Demaray (2006) found further evidence
supporting the stress buffering model, in that social support moderated the relationship between
SES and academic performance. Specifically, higher levels of support for students in lower SES
were related to higher GPAs overall and in reading, math, and social studies. Other studies have
examined the buffering effect of social support in relation to internalizing and externalizing
outcomes and found that social support from teachers, classmates and school personnel
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moderated the relationship between peer victimization and internalizing distress (Davidson &
Demaray, 2007). Another study examined the mediating role of social support between
victimization and adjustment in a sample of Latino middle school students and found that social
support buffered the relationship between victimization and school adjustment (Malecki,
Demaray, & Davidson, 2007). This study also found support for the buffering effects of social
support in the relationship between victimization and personal adjustment, clinical
maladjustment and emotional symptoms (Malecki et al., 2007).
The current study incorporates both models of support in the definition of social support
used in this study by examining the relationship between social support and its relationship in the
social functioning and development of adolescent students and whether the evaluation
component of support can serve as a potential buffer from negative outcomes. Specifically, the
current study explores the relationship between social support and social anxiety while also
examining the potential buffering role of social support importance in relation to social support
frequency and social anxiety.
Gender and Developmental Differences in Support
Throughout the literature, there have been consistent gender and grade-level differences
in social support. Younger students tend to report greater levels of total social support than older
students (Demaray & Malecki, 2002a ; Malecki & Demaray, 2002; Malecki & Elliott,1999).
When considering students’ peer relationships specifically, elementary students report more
perceived support from close friends and classmates than older students (Demaray & Malecki,
2002a). However, despite this decrease in support as children transition from childhood to
adolescence, some have argued that this may not necessarily be a negative factor, as older
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students may not require as much support as younger students as a result of this increasing
independence and determination to become more adult-like (Demaray & Malecki, 2003).
In addition to grade level differences in support, there have been reported gender
differences regarding social support. Typically, young women report higher levels of total social
support than their male peers (Demaray & Malecki, 2002a; Malecki & Demaray, 2002). In fact,
girls typically perceive the highest level of support from all sources with the exception of parent
social support, in which there are no consistent gender differences (Demaray & Malecki, 2002a;
Malecki & Demaray, 2002; Rueger et al., 2010). Other studies have found that girls report
receiving the most support from their close friends when compared to classmates, parents and
teachers, while boys report significantly less support from classmates than from close friends,
parents or teachers (Rueger et al., 2010). Another study by La Greca & Lopez (1998) found that
girls report more support from best friends, more intimacy in these relationships and felt more
competent in their close friendships than boys (La Greca & Lopez, 1998). However, they did not
find any gender differences in support from parents or classmates. These gender differences in
social support frequency may be attributed to the possibility that girls may be better at
distinguishing what constitutes socially supportive behaviors or perhaps that girls are in fact
receiving more social support than their male peers. Additionally, when considering peer
relationships and social support, it is important to think about developmental theories behind
friendships. Gilligan’s (1982) theory suggests that girls place an emphasis on emotional intimacy
and value those behaviors in their relationships more so than boys, which may lead girls to
devote more time and energy to their social relationships. This theory suggests that social
support may be more important for girls than for boys and girls may actively seek socially
supportive relationships more often than boys, potentially explaining why girls have more
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supportive relationships outside of parental support than boys. However, more research is
warranted to explore these possible explanations regarding these gender differences.

Social Support Network
When considering peer relationships, it is important to consider adolescent’s network of
social support. Social support from all sources has been linked to a variety of important
outcomes such as anxiety, depression, clinical maladjustment, school maladjustment, emotional
symptoms, self-esteem, self-concept and overall well-being (Demaray & Malecki, 2002a; 2002b;
Demaray, Malecki, Rueger, Brown & Summers, 2009; La Greca & Lopez, 1998; Lopes &
Moleiro, 2011; Malecki & Demaray, 2006; Rigby, 2000; Rueger et al.,2010). Demaray et al.
(2009) found that the frequency of social support from parents, teachers, classmates and close
friends was related to greater global self-concept as well as academic self-concept, social selfconcept and self-image. Because of this link between social support and both positive and
negative outcomes, it is important to consider which sources of support may be most important
in relation to adjustment and maladjustment.
One important source of social support that is particularly influential during adolescence
is close friends and the larger peer group as a whole (classmates). Although some previous
studies have combined these two groups, it is important to examine these two sources separately,
as close friends and general acquaintances have been shown to provide differential support and
are related to different outcomes for children and adolescents (Malecki & Demaray, 2002). An
interesting and relatively consistent finding in the literature suggests that when close friends and
classmates are separated into two different sources of social support, support from the general
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peer group is more strongly related to both positive and negative outcomes than support from
close friends (Demaray & Malecki, 2002a; Demaray et al., 2005). Research has suggested that
classmate social support is more predictive of social-emotional and school adjustment (Demaray
et al., 2005) and socially adaptive behaviors (Rueger et al., 2010). Studies have found that
classmate support predicted lower levels of depression, hyperactivity and better leadership and
social skills for girls and more leadership qualities for boys (Demaray & Malecki, 2002a;
Rueger et al., 2010). In a study that examined the relationship between sources of social support
and various social-emotional outcomes over time, classmate social support remained a
statistically significant predictor of more outcomes than any other source of support for boys
(Rueger et al., 2010). In addition, for boys, classmate social support was a unique predictor of
anxiety, depression, self-esteem and attitude towards school (Rueger et al., 2010). Another study
by Demaray and Malecki (2002a) found that classmate support was negatively and moderately
related to anxiety, atypicality, locus of control, social stress, depression and sense of inadequacy.
Additionally, classmate support was positively related to measures of personal adjustment,
interpersonal relations and self-reliance (Demaray & Malecki, 2002a). This study also found that
when considering all sources of support, classmate support was one of only two sources that
were significant unique predictors of clinical maladjustment and emotional symptoms (Demaray
& Malecki, 2002a). These findings are particularly important to consider since, despite this
strong connection with negative outcomes, classmate social support tends to be relatively low
compared to other sources of support (Demaray & Malecki, 2002a).
Close friend support is also critical during adolescence, as these relationships are often
characterized on the basis of support and intimacy (La Greca & Lopez, 1998). In fact, 10th-grade
students report their same-sex friends to be the most frequent providers of support (Furman &
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Buhrmester, 1992). Demaray and Malecki (2002a) found that close-friend support was
moderately and significantly related to personal adjustment, interpersonal relations, and selfreliance. Prinstein, Boergers and Vernberg (2001) examined the associations between
victimization and depression, loneliness, self-esteem and externalizing behaviors and found that
high levels of social support from close friends attenuated the relationship between victimization
and externalizing problems, specifically symptoms of oppositional defiant disorder and conduct
disorder. Additionally, perceived friendship quality, which includes feeling supported by friends,
has been linked to social anxiety and social withdrawal in adolescents (Greco & Morris, 2005;
La Greca & Lopez, 1998; Vernberg et al, 1992). Other studies have reported that having at least
one close friend was linked to lower levels of loneliness, anxiety and victimization (Ladd,
Kochenderfer & Coleman, 1996).
Parents are also a critical source of social support during the adolescent years. In a study
by Rueger et al. (2010), perceived parental social support was a significant, unique predictor of
anxiety, depression, self-esteem and attitude towards school for both boys and girls. When this
was examined longitudinally using the same sample of students, support from parents continued
to be a significant unique predictor of depressive symptoms, self-esteem, attitude towards school
and predicted higher GPAs at the end of the school year for girls. For boys, parental support
continued to predict depressive symptoms, self-esteem and GPA. Additionally, parent support
was negatively related to atypicality, locus of control, social stress, somatization, depression and
sense of inadequacy, suggesting that students with lower levels of support from parents have
higher levels of internalizing problems (Demaray & Malecki, 2002a). Demaray and Malecki
(2002a) also reported that parent support was a significant unique predictor of clinical
maladjustment, emotional symptoms, personal adjustment and school adjustment, suggesting that
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parent support plays an essential role in the development of a number of internalizing and
externalizing problems, as well as both positive and negative adjustment.
Teachers and other school staff members have also been found to be important sources of
support for adolescents. In a study by Rueger et al. (2010), support from teachers was a
significant predictor of adolescents’ attitude towards school for both boys and girls, with this
finding persisting across two time points for boys. Teacher support was also related to depression
and self-esteem for boy; however, this finding was not consistent over time. Additionally,
teacher support was a significant predictor of school adjustment (Demaray & Malecki, 2002a),
which is especially important considering the significant amount of time that adolescents spend
in a school setting. Additionally, Demaray et al. (2009) found that greater levels of social support
from teachers was significantly related to higher academic self-concept.
Given the clear and well-established link between social support and a variety of
outcomes, more research must address the specific contributions of social support from
classmates and close friends in the overall well-being of adolescents. Additionally, less is known
about how social support is specifically related to the development and maintenance of social
anxiety. The current study aims to expand the research regarding social support by examining the
relationship between the specific sources of support in relation to social anxiety. This study will
focus on social support from classmates and close friends, given the consistent association that
social anxiety has demonstrated with the development of positive peer relationships.
Social Support Importance
Although frequency of support and its relationship to various outcomes has been widely
examined, little is known about the evaluation of this support and the specific supportive
behaviors that are most important in the social and emotional functioning of students. Even less
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is known about how the perception of social support is related to specific outcomes, such as
social anxiety. Relatively few studies have specifically examined what supportive behaviors are
important to adolescents. Understanding the social validity behind the types of behaviors that
students feel are important in their relationships with people within their social network is
critical, particularly when planning interventions. If an intervention designed to increase social
support targets a supportive behavior that the student does not deem important, it may not be as
effective as an intervention that is designed to match the unique needs of that student. Despite
this concern, importance of social support is largely understudied. The current study looks to
expand the social support research by examining whether placing a greater value on socially
supportive behaviors will lead to more positive benefits and whether the importance of social
support may have a discounting effect for students who report low levels of social support but
also do not find support to be important.
Berndt (1982) has reported that friendships during adolescence are characterized by
greater intimacy and sensitivity towards desires and needs than during middle childhood, and has
even suggested that friendships during adolescence may be more supportive than friendships
during childhood, despite research regarding social support that typically suggests the opposite.
While the frequency of support tends to decline as children age, less is known about the
importance of having support during adolescence. Given the emphasis that adolescents place on
having supportive and intimate friendships, research examining social support importance is
critical (Brown & Larson, 2009). In fact, using a measure of social support, Frey and
Rothlisberger (1996) found that adolescents rate their relationships with their peers as
“satisfactory” and “important” even more so than their relationships with extended family
members, emphasizing the importance of these relationships during these time periods. However,

31
more needs to be done to evaluate the value that adolescents place on having social support from
classmates and their close friends and how the evaluation of the importance of these relationships
may be related to social-emotional outcomes, overall social functioning, and relationship
development.
Social validity of supportive behaviors. When considering social support and its
influence on the social functioning of adolescents, it is important to consider the social validity
of the behaviors that are considered “socially supportive.” Social validity, as described by Wolf
(1978), is just as important as objective measurement, in that it determines the social importance
of a measure or its social acceptability. For example, when considering social support, a
researcher can obtain an objective measure of support, but if the behaviors included on the
measure are not important to that individual, will it really matter if that person does have that
support? Therefore, one must ask, if a student has low levels of social support, but they don’t
think that having that support is important, will that support be related to negative outcomes?
Often in the social support literature, only the frequency of support is assessed and the
importance of having support is largely ignored (Demaray & Malecki, 2003). To understand this
phenomenon, it is important to consider the discounting theory that is commonly studied in the
self-esteem and self-worth literature (Demaray et al., 2009).
Discounting theory. Some early studies have examined discounting theory by examining
whether the ability to attribute an outcome to an external or uncontrollable influence may
preserve self-worth and protect self-esteem. One study by Rhodewalt, Morf, Hazlett & Fairfield
(1991) examined these “self-handicapping” tendencies, or purposeful failure to be successful to
protect self-image, in a sample of undergraduate college students. In this study, the researchers
examined the influence that feedback regarding success or failure on a task had on participants’
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self-esteem when there was a handicap present or absent. The researchers found that subjects
who failed but were made aware of a handicap that could have interfered with their performance
on the task had higher self-esteem and better overall moods following failure feedback than those
who failed but did not have a convenient handicap. These results support the discounting theory
by displaying that failure that can be attributed to some external cause outside of the individual’s
control does not elicit the same negative feelings that failure in and of itself does. Rhodewalt
and Hill (1995) extended the findings regarding discounting theory by examining students’ selfhandicapping tendencies prior to an exam. Students completed a measure of self-handicapping
tendencies and were instructed to make a list of all possible circumstances that would lead them
to poor test performance. Following the exam, all students were given failure feedback, or
feedback that they did worse on the exam than they anticipated. Students who had high selfhandicapping (HSH) tendencies attributed their performance to more external and unstable
conditions than students with low self-handicapping tendencies (LSH). In addition, students in
the HSH condition had higher self-esteem following their negative feedback than those in the
LSH condition. In a similar study, Feick and Rhodewalt (1997) found that students with HSH
tendencies predicted more self-handicaps prior to taking a test and had higher self-esteem
following feedback regarding failure. Both studies provide support for discounting theory, as the
ability to attribute failure to an external cause served as a protective factor for the students’ selfesteem. There has been some evidence of self-handicapping in the social anxiety literature. For
example, Baumgardner and Brownlee (1987) found that individuals with high levels of social
anxiety will purposefully fail a task to lower audiences’ future expectations of their performance
and reduce their own level of anxiety (Baumgardner & Brownlee, 1987). While this may not
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serve as a protective factor and build the individual’s self-esteem, it does serve as a method to
reduce the individual’s anxiety using a handicap.
Taken together, this research suggests that external attributions or discounting of failure
can preserve an individual’s self-worth in the face of failure. Harter and Whitesell (2001)
elaborate on the discounting theory by explaining that when faced with situations where failure is
inevitable, an individual may be able to protect his or her self-esteem by discounting the
importance of the failure. For example, an individual may be able to “discount” poor academic
abilities if he or she doesn’t think that being smart is an important skill to have. Demaray et al.
(2009) extend this theory to the social support literature by highlighting the importance of
examining the social validity of socially supportive behaviors. They argue that students’ abilities
to discount the importance of social support could serve as a protective factor in the absence of
social support. Very few studies have examined the unique relationship between social support
importance and various outcomes and the potentially buffering role of importance on the
relationship between the frequency of support and negative outcomes.
Discounting theory in social support. In the few studies that examined social support
importance, it has been found that students’ ratings of the importance of social support, and their
ratings of their perceived frequency of support are significantly and moderately correlated,
suggesting that they are tapping into separate, yet related, constructs (Demaray & Malecki, 2003;
Malecki & Elliott, 1999). Consistent with the literature on the frequency of social support, there
are also gender and grade-level differences on students’ ratings of the importance of social
support. A study by Demaray and Malecki (2003) found that girls reported higher levels of social
support importance than boys and that importance levels tended to decrease as children transition
from elementary to middle to high school. However, a significant Grade by Gender interaction
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revealed that these gender differences in the importance of social support did not emerge until
students reached high school, with girls and boys reporting similar levels of social support
importance in elementary and middle school but different levels in high school. Girls at the high
school level rated the importance of total support, as well as support from classmates and close
friends, as more important than boys; in fact, girls’ levels of importance remained relatively
stable while boys’ levels of importance actually declined in high school (Demaray & Malecki,
2003). This finding suggests that not only are girls perceiving more support in their lives, but
they also value that support more than their male peers. This finding is also consistent with
Gilligan’s (1982) theory, which suggests that girls emphasize and value support and intimacy in
their relationships moreso than boys.
Another study by Demaray et al. (2009) extended these findings by examining the effects
of the students’ importance ratings of social support on students’ self-concept. The researchers
found that classmate social support importance and close friend social support importance were
related to self-image and social self-concept, with students with higher values of support from
their classmates and close friends having higher self-image and social self-concept than their
peers. Next, the researchers examined whether discounting theory can apply to the social support
literature by examining whether the importance of social support would serve as a protective
factor for students who reported lower levels of social support. Interestingly, they found that
students who perceived less frequent support from their classmates and close friends but placed a
high value on these supportive behaviors from both sources had significantly lower reports of
global self-concept then their peers who were average or low in their importance ratings. This
finding shows some support for discounting theory, in that students who had higher ratings of the
importance of social support from their classmates and close friends and reported low levels of
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received support had lower self-concept than students who were able to discount the importance
of having these supportive behaviors (Demaray et al, 2009).
While the researchers found that students who have a high discrepancy between their
perceived social support from classmates and close friends and the importance they place on
these behaviors have lower self-concept than those with concurrent low levels of social support
frequency and importance ratings, these students without this frequency and importance
mismatch still had lower self-concept scores than students who were average in their ratings of
importance (Demaray et al., 2009). This suggests that perhaps it is moderate levels of
discounting that serve a more adaptive role than extreme levels of discounting and that students
who are at the extremes of the value they place on these relationships may be at greater risk for
negative outcomes than those who are average in their ratings. The current study extends these
findings to examine this relationship in an adolescent sample, using an outcome variable that is
heavily dependent on valuing supportive relationships.
When considering social support and social anxiety, students probably need to value
these behaviors for them to even be anxious about such behaviors. If students do not care about
these behaviors and don’t find them to be important, then it is unlikely that not having these
behaviors will cause anxiety. On the other hand, students who do not have these behaviors but
place a high premium on these relationships may be much more likely to be socially anxious than
those who value it and also perceive their support from peers as high.
In addition, it is important to consider where discounting the importance of something
that has been demonstrated to be adaptive is a pathology in and of itself. Is it healthy for students
to place such little premium on their relationships with peers and best friends and disregard this
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relationships? To better understand this question, it is important to consider the literature on
conduct disorder and externalizing problems that examine callous, unemotional traits. Callous
and unemotional traits are commonly referred to in the conduct and oppositional deficit disorder
literature as a pattern of behavior that is characterized by a disregard for other individuals and a
lack of empathy towards others (Kazdin, 2005). These traits have been shown to be linked to
conduct problems and antisocial behavior regardless of intervention efforts that are often
successful for children with conduct problems but are low in these traits (Hawes & Dadds, 2005;
Kazdin, 2005; Pasalich, Dadds, Hawes, & Brennan, 2011). It is possible that for some students,
the ability to discount these behaviors as important can serve an adaptive function and lead to
other possible externalizing difficulties while protecting students from developing internalizing
problems, such as negative self-concept and social anxiety.
It is evident based on this review of previous literature that adolescents receive support
from multiple individuals in their lives, and so it is important to examine how these sources of
support influence the lives of adolescents. Additionally, it is important to understand the role of
students’ evaluation and value of supportive relationships in understanding their social
functioning. While the research connecting social support to social-emotional functioning is
well-established, less is known about the specific relationship between social support and social
anxiety in adolescents.
Social Support and Social Anxiety
While research has supported the relationship between social support and social anxiety
(Greco & Morris, 2005; La Greca & Lopez, 1998; Tillfors et al., 2012), oftentimes support is
encompassed as one aspect of the overall relationship, and the relationship between social
anxiety and social support is rarely studied in isolation. One study by Tillfors et al. (2012)
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attempted to analyze the bidirectional relationship between social anxiety and several important
aspects related to peer relationships, including peer victimization, relationship quality/support
and peer acceptance, in a large sample of over 1,300 adolescents. Students completed a variety of
self-report measures to assess their level of social anxiety, quality of friendships, and level of
peer victimization. Sociometric measures utilizing a peer nomination approach were also
administered to understand the social networks of students in the sample. To address any
possible bidirectional effects, students completed all measures at two separate time points.
Results of the study suggest that peer acceptance predicted social anxiety over time; however,
this was not reciprocal, and social anxiety did not predict peer acceptance. Additionally, social
anxiety predicted increased levels of peer victimization for girls but not for boys. The researchers
also found that social anxiety was a unique predictor of decreased friendship support over time,
but this was only significant for males. This interesting finding was attributed to the possibility
that females tend to co-ruminate about their negative social experiences, and so these supportive
close relationships may actually be detrimental to females’ social functioning and may explain
why there was no relationship between decreased close friendship support over time.
Additionally, while this study provides some initial support suggesting that social support
(specifically, declines in support) may be linked to increases in social anxiety, this study only
examined support from one source and used an indirect measure of social support.
Another study extended these findings by examining the role of close friendships and
social skills in relation to social anxiety and peer acceptance in a sample of over 300 children
between the ages of 8 and 12 (Greco & Morris, 2005). Participants completed a variety of
questionnaires to assess social anxiety and friendship quantity and quality. Peer acceptance
information was obtained via socio-metric measures, and social skills were rated by the students’
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teachers. The results indicated that social anxiety was significantly related to social preference,
social skills and measures of friendship quality. Social skills also mediated the relationship
between peer acceptance and social anxiety. The researchers attributed this finding to the fact
that social anxiety often leads to withdrawal behaviors, which in turn lead to decreased
opportunities to develop the social skills and build confidence in social interactions with peers
simply due to lack of exposure. In addition to this finding, negative friendship qualities
moderated the relationship between social preference and social anxiety for girls. Girls with low
social preference, based on lack of peer nominations, had higher levels of social anxiety when
they reported best friendships that were characterized by high levels of conflict and betrayal.
Contrary to the prior study, which found social support from close friends to be linked to
symptoms of social anxiety for boys, this study found that supportive close friendships may be
especially important for girls. Based on these findings, it is evident that more work needs to be
done to examine the relationship between support from close friends and social anxiety, while
also considering the role that other supportive relationships may play in the lives of adolescents.
While both Tillfors et al. (2012) and Greco and Morris (2005) offer some important
preliminary evidence of the relationship between supportive friendships and social anxiety,
several limitations should be noted. Tillfors et al. (2012) utilized a measure of friendship support
that does not specifically assess social support as a discrete construct and instead measures
support in the context of relationship quality. Additionally, both Tillfors et al. (2012) and Greco
and Morris (2005) only considered social support from close friends. The current study expands
the research on social support and social anxiety by measuring this relationship using measures
that are designed to assess social anxiety and social support specifically and extending the
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research on this relationship into other sources of support including peers outside of the student’s
close friend circle.
A study by La Greca and Lopez (1998) addresses this limitation by examining the
relationship between social anxiety and social support in a sample of 250 high school students
using measures of social anxiety and social support. Participants completed a battery of measures
including the Social Anxiety Scale for Adolescents (SAS-A; La Greca & Lopez, 1998) to assess
the students’ levels of social anxiety. To assess the students’ perceived levels of social support,
participants completed the Social Support Scale for Children (SSSCA; Harter, 1985). This
measure assesses the students’ level of perceived social support from parents, teachers,
classmates and close friends. Last, to assess the students’ number and quality of friendships,
students were asked to name all of their best friends. After determining an index number for their
number of best friendships the students completed the Adolescent Interview to determine the
quality of their top three best friendships. The AI was developed specifically for this study and
was created based off of items from Berdt and Perry’s (1986) Friendship Interview. Lastly,
students completed the Self-Perception Profile for Adolescents (SPPA; Harter, 1988) to assess
their perceptions of competence in a variety of social areas, such as overall social competence
and romantic competence. The researchers found that social support from close friends and
classmates were significantly related to social anxiety for both young men and young women. In
addition, the researchers found that students with high levels of social anxiety reported lower
levels of peer acceptance and support from classmates than students with higher levels of social
anxiety. These findings were consistent for both boys and girls, although this relationship was
stronger for boys. In addition, the researchers found that girls with higher levels of social anxiety
reported fewer best friends and less intimate friendships than girls with lower levels of anxiety.
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For boys, generalized social avoidance and distress was related to lower levels of perceived
support from close friendships. Perceived support from parents and teachers was not
significantly related to student reports of symptoms of social anxiety. While this study outlines
the importance of social support by demonstrating a clear link between supportive relationships
and social anxiety, there are several limitations that should be addressed. When regressions were
used to examine the associations between these supportive relationships and social anxiety,
support variables were combined with variables measuring peer acceptance and other
relationship quality variables, and so the specific relationship between support and social anxiety
was only examined using correlations. The current study explores these important findings by
examining the link between social support and social anxiety directly using an established
measure of social support. Additionally, the current study will explore whether the value that
students place on having socially supportive relationships is associated with social anxiety
symptoms.
The Current Study
There has been a well-established link between social anxiety and a number of negative
outcomes. However, less is known about the factors that may be related to social anxiety or
factors that may serve as a potential buffer of social anxiety. The current study attempts to
extend the research regarding social anxiety by examining the relationship between social
support and social anxiety in adolescence. First, the study aims to develop a more in-depth
understanding of the association between both the frequency and importance of social support
from various sources and social anxiety as a global construct and also the specific aspects of
social anxiety, including fear of negative evaluation, social avoidance and distress in general, and
social avoidance and distress in new situations. Next, the current study aims to explore the
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possible buffering role that the importance of social support from various sources may have in
the relationship between social support frequency and social anxiety.
Research Questions and Predictions
Preliminary Analyses
Preliminary analyses were conducted to determine any gender or grade-level differences
in students’ levels of the frequency and importance of social support from classmates and close
friends, as well as the frequency of social anxiety. Throughout the literature, younger students
and girls have reported support from classmates and close friends as both more important and
more frequent (Demaray & Malecki, 2002a; 2002b; Malecki & Elliott, 1999; La Greca & Lopez,
1998; Rueger et al., 2010). It was predicted that girls and younger students will report more
frequent support from classmates and close friends and will also rate these behaviors as more
important. In addition, young women have consistently reported higher levels of social anxiety
than young men and younger students have reported higher levels of anxiety than older students
(Crick & Ladd, 1993; La Greca et al., 1988; La Greca & Harrison, 2005; La Greca & Stone,
1993). It was predicted that 9th-grade students will report the highest levels of social anxiety,
with anxiety decreasing as student’s age. It was also predicted that young women will report
higher levels of social anxiety than young men. All analyses examined gender differences given
the strong and consistent findings in previous literature suggesting these differences. In addition,
a correlation table of all study variables are included in the analyses.

Research Question 1: How does the frequency of social support from classmates and close
friends relate to social anxiety and the different components of social anxiety, including fear of
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negative evaluation, general social avoidance and distress and social avoidance and distress, in
new situations, for young men and young women?
La Greca and Lopez (1998) examined the relationship between social anxiety and social
support and found significant negative correlations between close friend support and classmate
support and social anxiety. In this same study, all three components of social anxiety were
correlated with support from close friends and classmates, with the strongest correlations
between support and general social avoidance and distress for both close friends and classmates
(La Greca & Lopez, 1998). Additionally, other studies have found that friendship quality and
peer acceptance predicted social anxiety (Greco & Morris, 2005; Tillfors et al., 2012), suggesting
that supportive classmates and close friends are important in the development of social anxiety.
Gender differences regarding support and social anxiety have been found in that close
friendships and peer acceptance were significant predictors of social anxiety for young women,
and peer acceptance was the best predictor of social anxiety for young men (La Greca, et al.,
1998). This finding is common in the literature, with positive peer relationships consistently
being associated with lower levels of social anxiety (Erath et al., 2007; Greco & Morris, 2005;
La Greca & Harrison, 2005; La Greca & Lopez, 1998; Vernberg et al., 1992). Based on these
studies, it was predicted that the frequency of social support from classmates and close friends
would be significantly related to social anxiety, with the strongest relationships between support
and general social avoidance and distress. It was also predicted that the relationship between
close friend support and classmate support and social anxiety would be stronger for girls than for
boys.
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Research Question 2: How does the importance of social support from classmates and close
friends relate to social anxiety and the specific components of social anxiety, including fear of
negative evaluation, general social avoidance and distress, and social avoidance and distress in
new situations, for young men and young women?
While no studies to date have examined the relationship between social support
importance and social anxiety, some initial work examining social support importance has found
links to positive outcomes such as self-esteem and self-concept (Demaray & Malecki, 2003;
Demaray et al., 2003). Because of the research supporting a relationship between social support
frequency and social anxiety (Greco and Morris, 2005; La Greca & Lopez, 1998; Tillfors et al.,
2012) and support for the idea that adolescents value their supportive and intimate relationships
(Brown & Larson, 2009; Frey & Rothisberg, 1996), it was predicted that the importance of social
support from classmates and close friends would be related to social anxiety. Because of the
finding that support from classmates and close friends had the strongest correlations with general
social avoidance and distress (La Greca & Lopez, 1998), it was predicted that the importance of
classmate and close friend support would have the strongest relationship with the general social
avoidance and distress component of SAD. Additionally, based on Gilligan’s (1984) theory, it
was predicted that the relationship between the importance of social support and social anxiety
will be stronger for young women than young men.

Research Question 3: Does the importance of social support serve as a buffer in the relationship
between social support frequency and social anxiety for young men and young women?
While the current study is the first to examine the potential buffering role of social
support importance in relation to social anxiety, previous research has found that the importance
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of social support from classmates and close friends can serve as a protective factor for children’s
self-concept when social support is lacking, supporting the discounting theory (Demaray et al.,
2009). Additionally, research has suggested a link between social anxiety and having supportive
relationships (La Greca & Lopez, 1998). Based on the link between social support and social
anxiety, as well as the finding that the ability to discount social support in situations where social
support is lacking can be protective, it was predicted that the importance of social support will
moderate the relationship between the frequency of social support and social anxiety. It was
predicted that students who lack support but are able to discount its importance will have lower
levels of anxiety than individuals who lack support but value having that support.

CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

Participants
The current study included 377 students from one participating high school in the rural
Midwest. Table 1 provides a breakdown of the total sample by gender and grade level with an
approximately equal number of males and females. The sample included 91.5% White students
and included students in all grades (9-12). Twenty-one students in the sample were excluded
from the analyses due to obvious response patterns or the use of profanity which made it obvious
that the student did not complete the survey honestly and their responses were considered
invalid. The data were collected as part of a larger data collection project and participation in the
project was at the request of the school. The current study was approved by the Institutional
Review Board on Research with Human Participants at Northern Illinois University. Information
collected about the participating school suggested that the sample was reflective of the overall
school population. The participating high school consisted of 91.8% White students. The
participating school includes 20.3% of students who are considered low income and
approximately 13.1% of students have documented disabilities.
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Table 1.
Demographics of Participating Students
Total Sample

Male
Female

N
198
179

% Total
Sample
52.5%
47.5%

9th grade
10th grade
11th grade
12th grade

79
100
100
98

21.0%
26.5%
26.5%
26.0%

Measures
Social Support
The Child and Adolescent Social Support Scale (CASSS; Malecki, Demaray, & Elliott,
2000) was used to assess the social support that students perceive in their lives. The CASSS is a
60-item self-report measure that assesses socially supportive behaviors from parents, teachers,
classmates, close friends and school for students in grades 3-12. Each source of support
corresponds to 12 question items. The 12 items on the CASSS correspond to the four different
types of support according to Tardy’s (1985) model, including emotional, instrumental,
informational and appraisal support. Students respond to each question by rating the frequency of
the behavior and how important that behavior is to them. The frequency ratings are on a 6-point
Likert scale (ranging from 1=Never to 6=Always) and importance ratings are on a 3-point Likert
scale (ranging from 1=Not important to 3= Very important). Subscale scores are calculated by
adding up the frequency and importance ratings for all of the items for each source of support,
thus frequency ratings for each source can range from 12 to 72 and importance scores can range
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from 12 to 36, with lower scores indicating less frequent support or lower importance placed on
that source. The current study utilized both the frequency and importance scores for the
Classmate and Close Friend subscales only.
The psychometric properties of the CASSS have been investigated in previous studies
and have shown that it is a reliable and valid measure of social support. A factor analysis of the
CASSS (2000) revealed a clear five-factor structure, consistent with the five sources of support.
Reliability analyses of the CASSS have revealed an internal consistency alpha of .96 to .97 for
both the total Frequency and Importance of Support across grades and gender (Malecki et al.,
2000). Alpha coefficients for the specific sources subscales ranged from .90 to .96 for the
frequency of support and .88 to .96 for the Importance subscales. In addition, test-retest
reliability for the CASSS frequency scales are consistent over time, with correlation coefficients
ranging from .38 to .81 for total and all of the individual sources (Rueger et al., 2010). Another
study supported the test-retest reliability of the CASSS for a sample of 657 students and found
correlation coefficients ranging from .75 to .78 for the total frequency scores and .58 to .74 for
each of the subscales (Malecki, Demaray & Elliot, 2000).
Validity information regarding the CASSS has also been demonstrated, with the CASSS
being significantly related to other measures of social support, r=.56, p<.001, such as the Social
Support Scale for Children (SSSC [Harter, 1985]; Rueger et al., 2010). Malecki and Demaray
(2003) have also found that the total frequency scores on the CASSS were significantly
correlated, r= .56, p<.001 with the Social Support Appraisals Scale (SAS; Dubow & Ullman,
1989) and the SSSC, r= .55, p < .001. The current study utilized the Classmate and Close friend
subscales of the CASSS and demonstrated good reliability with alpha coefficients of .95 and .96,
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respectively, for the frequency subscales. There was also excellent reliability for the Classmate
Importance and Close Friend Importance subscales, with alpha coefficients of .94 and .96,
respectively.
Social Anxiety
The current study used the Social Anxiety Scale for Adolescents (SAS-A; La Greca &
Lopez, 1998), an adapted measure of the Social Anxiety Scale for Children, to assess the social
anxiety of the adolescents in the sample. The measure was developed to assess social anxiety by
assessing the child’s subjective experiences. The measure has three distinct subscales that have
been discovered based on factor-analytic studies of the SAS-C and the SAS-A. These include
Fear of Negative Evaluation (FNE), which includes eight items that assess fears and worries
regarding negative peer evaluations. An example of an item for this scale includes, “I worry
about what other people think of me.” There are two subscales that make up the Social
Avoidance and Distress Scale. These subscales include Social Avoidance and Distress- New
(SAD-New) and Social Avoidance and Distress-General (SAD-General). SAD-New includes six
items that pertain to social avoidance and worry in novel social situations and SAD-General
includes four items that pertain to a more general and pervasive anxiety across even common
social experiences. An example item on the SAD-New subscale includes, “I get nervous when I
meet new people,” and an example item on the SAD-General subscale includes, “I feel shy even
with people I know well.” Scores for each scale are obtained by adding the ratings for each item
that consist of each subscale and adding all of the items to obtain a total score. Thus, scores for
the FNE index can range from 8 to 40, 6 to 30 for the SAD-New, 4 to 20 for the SAD-General
and 18-90 for the total scores.
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The measure contains a total of 22 items (18 self-statements and four filler items) that
reflect both activity preferences and social preferences. An example of an activity preference
item is “I like to read” and an example of a social preference item is “I like to play with other
people?” All of the items are rated according to how representative each item is for that person
on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1= not at all to 5= all the time.
Normative data for the measure were collected on a sample of 250 high school students
in the southeastern United States. The sample was considered to be an urban metropolitan area
and the majority of students were from middle-class backgrounds. The sample was about 52%
White, 32% Hispanic, 15% African American and 2% Asian. Psychometric evidence collected
during the developmental study and through subsequent research studies has supported the use of
the SAS-A in psychological research. Factor analysis of the measure supported a three-factor
structure, with factor loadings ranging from .46 to .84 for the FNE scale, .36 to .83 for the SADNew scale, and .49 to .77 or the SAD-General scale (La Greca & Lopez, 1998). Reliability of the
SAS-A has been demonstrated, with internal consistencies of .91 for the FNE, .83 for the SADNew scale and .76 for the SAD-General scale. Correlations between the scales were run and
ranged from .52 to .67, suggesting that the constructs for each scale are distinct yet related (La
Greca & Lopez, 1998). The SAS-A demonstrated adequate reliability for the current study, with
excellent internal consistency (α=.94). The reliability for the individual subscales was also
adequate with alpha coefficients of .94 for the FNE subscale, .91 for the SAD-New subscale and
.88 for the SAD-General subscale.
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Demographic Questionnaire
In addition to the above measures, students were asked to provide the following
demographic information: birth date, age, gender, ethnicity, grade and grade point average. All
information was collected using a Likert-scale format.

Procedure
The current study was completed as part of a larger data collection project. After
approval from the IRB, the school contacted the primary researcher about the larger data
collection project and requested to be involved. A passive parental consent procedure was used,
where parents were notified of the data collection and were given the option to withdraw their
child from participation. At the preference of the school, the surveys were administered via an
online program, Qualtrics. Under the supervision of a school support staff member, students
completed the online survey during the school day. The data collection occurred over the course
of several school days, but all participating students completed the measures in one session. The
survey took approximately 30 minutes to complete. The measures utilized in the current study
were administered first, in the same order, for all students, followed by the questionnaires for the
larger data collection project. Students were made aware that they could withdraw from the
survey at any time by exiting out of their browser. Following the survey, a de-identified report of
the disaggregated data was created by the primary researcher and given to the school to help with
social-emotional planning at the school-wide level.
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Proposed Statistical Analyses
Preliminary Analyses
Preliminary analyses were conducted to determine whether there are gender and gradelevel differences in the frequency and importance of social support from classmates and close
friends, and students’ reports of social anxiety in a sample of adolescent students. It was
predicted that young women will report higher levels of social support than young men from
classmates and close friends and that younger students will report higher levels of social support
than older students. Additionally, it was predicted that young women will also rate support from
classmates and close friends as more important than for boys and that the importance of social
support from all sources will decline as student’s age. A repeated-measures ANOVA was used to
compare relative levels of the frequency and importance of social support from classmates and
close friends for boys and girls. It was predicted that students will report more frequent support
from close friends and also rate it as more important compared to classmates. To examine gender
and grade-level differences, two MANOVs were conducted: first with gender and grade as the
independent variables and classmate and close friend frequency of support as the dependent
variables and next with gender and grade as the independent variables and classmate and close
friend importance of support as the dependent variables. In addition, to examine whether
differences existed between the frequency of classmate and close friend support and the
importance of close friend support, a series of t-tests were run. Consistent with prior research, it
was predicted that classmate support would be lower than close friend support on both the
frequency and importance variables (Demaray & Malecki, 2002a).
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To determine grade and gender differences in social anxiety, one ANOVA was conducted
with gender and grade level as the independent variables and a total social anxiety score as the
dependent variable. Additionally, one MANOVA was conducted with gender and grade as the
independent variables and scores for Fear of Negative Evaluation (FNE), Social Avoidance and
Distress-General (SAD-General) and Social Avoidance and Distress-New (SAD-New) as the
independent variables. It was predicted that young women will report higher levels of social
anxiety than young men and that younger students will report higher levels of social anxiety than
older students. Last a correlation matrix was created to determine correlations between all study
variables.

Research Question 1: How does the frequency of social support from classmates and close
friends relate to social anxiety and the different components of social anxiety, including fear of
negative evaluation, general social avoidance and distress and social avoidance and distress, in
new situations, for young men and young women?
It was predicted the social support will be related to social anxiety, with social support
from classmates and close friends being unique predictors for total social anxiety, FNE, SADGeneral and SAD-New, with the strongest relationship between social support and the SADGeneral subscale. To examine this question, four hierarchical multiple regression analyses were
run with total social anxiety, FNE, SAD-General, and SAD-New as the outcome variables and
all the frequency of classmate and close friend support and gender as the criterion variables in
Model 1. Gender was included to examine any gender differences in the relationship between
social support and social anxiety. Next, interaction terms for all Classmate and Close Friend
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support by Gender were added to the model to determine whether gender moderated the
relationship between social support and social anxiety. For all of the regression analyses used in
the study, all predictor variables were mean centered to account for collinearity in the interaction
terms (Baron & Kenny, 1986).

Research Question 2: How does the importance of social support from classmates and close
friends relate to social anxiety and the specific components of social anxiety including fear of
negative evaluation, general social avoidance and distress, and social avoidance and distress in
new situations, for young men and young women?
It was predicted that the importance of social support would be related to the total social
anxiety score, FNE, SAD-General and SAD-New (the relationship between support and SADGeneral being the strongest) with social support from classmates and close friends being unique
predictors. To examine this question, four hierarchical multiple-regression analyses were run
with the total social anxiety, FNE, SAD-General and FNE-New scores as the outcome variables
and classmate and close friend support and gender as the criterion variables in Model 1. Gender
was included to examine any gender differences in the relationship between social support
importance and social anxiety. Next, interaction terms for Classmate and Close Friend support
by Gender were added to the model to determine whether gender moderated the relationship
between social support importance and social anxiety.

Research Question 3: Does the importance of social support serve as a buffer in the relationship
between social support frequency and social anxiety for young men and young women?
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It was predicted that the importance of social support would moderate the relationship
between the frequency of social support and social anxiety. It was predicted that students who
lack support but are able to discount its importance would have lower levels of anxiety than
individuals who lack support but value having that support. To examine the possible moderating
role of the importance of social support from various sources in relation to social support
frequency and social anxiety, two hierarchical regression analyses were conducted, one for
classmate support and one for close friend support. For each source of support, the social support
frequency score and gender were entered into the model first. Second, social support importance
was entered into the model to determine if the importance of social support can predict any
additional variance, above and beyond that accounted for by the frequency of social support
alone. Next, to determine the possible buffering role of social support importance in relation to
social support frequency and anxiety, a Social Support Frequency by Social Support Importance
interaction term was entered into the third step of the model. Lastly, a Gender by Support
Frequency by Support Importance was added to the fourth step of the model to determine if the
buffering role of social support importance on the relationship between social support and social
anxiety may differ by gender.

CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
Preliminary Analyses
Prior to the data analysis, the data were screened and several preliminary analyses were
completed. Fourteen missing data measurements (3.7%) were excluded listwise from analysis as
the small percentage of excluded cases would likely lead to no differences in results and
unbiased estimates (Graham, 2009; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). Table 2 presents the means and
standard deviations for all study variables by total sample and by gender. Correlations were
conducted between all of the study variables to determine the relationship between the frequency
and importance of social support from classmates and close friends and social anxiety. Please
view Table 3 for the correlation matrix broken down by gender.
Preliminary analyses were run to determine whether there were any gender and gradelevel differences in the frequency and importance of social support from classmates and close
friends. It was predicted that young women would report higher levels of social support than
young men from classmates and close friends and that younger students will report higher levels
of social support than older students. These predictions were also made for the importance of
social support from classmates and close friends.

Table 2.
Means and Standard Deviations for Primary Study Variables
Social
Anxiety
SADFNE
SAD-New
(Total
General
Score)
Grade
Gender
M (SD)
M (SD)
M (SD)
M (SD)
M (SD)
M (SD)
M (SD)
M (SD)
29.27
56.15
26.39
20.27
39.50
58.38
9th
Female
24.38 (2.9)
9.50 (4.39)
(13.81)
(10.89)
(4.60)
(18.44)
(9.38)
(6.90)
53.19
23.49
25.45
46.08
19.94
17.15
46. 75
8.98 (3.73)
Male
(13.11)
(13.59)
(5.87)
(6.41)
(15.08)
(7.00)
(5.61)
41.33
58.29
24.04
30.75
53.00
24.10
19.23
10th
Female
9.67 (4.31)
(13.14)
(12.03)
(5.75)
(4.99)
(17.70)
(9.04)
(6.06)
43.87
51.46
24.38
25.63
41.26
17.19
16.09
Male
7.98 (4.21)
(13.29)
(14.85)
(5.39)
(7.21)
(16.77)
(8.29)
(5.65)
40.41
59.28
22.80
28.26
49.07
21.94
17.63
Female
9.50 (4.19)
11th
(11.92)
(11.58)
(5.49)
(5.77)
(17.32)
(8.56)
(6.17)
42.39
51.52
22.37
26.52
45.34
19.45
17.11
Male
8.77 (4.19)
(13.24)
(15.97)
(7.01)
(6.87)
(16.77)
(8.23)
(5.96)
44.47
57.22
23.33
28.18
46.46
20.17
17.96
8.33 (3.38)
Female
12th
(11.82)
(11.55)
(5.96)
(6.69)
(14.81)
(7.10)
(6.19)
42.40
51.91
21.64
24.13
48.83
20.93
17.40
10.50
Male
(16.
(16.
(6.
(7.
(18.
(8.
(6.
(4.
62)
05)
50)
23)
39)
93)
30)
52)
Note: C=Classmate; CF=Close Friend; FNE= Fear of Negative Evaluation; SAD= Social Avoidance and Distress in New Situations
Frequency
C Support

Frequency
CF Support

Importance
C Support

Importance
CF Support
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Table 3.
Correlations Among Key Study Variables by Gender
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
Classmate Social Support
1
444**
374***
213***
424***
367***
362***
450***
Frequency
Close Friend Social Support 606***
1
211**
524***
-.184*
-.175*
-.126^
.212**
Frequency
Classmate Social Support
474***
382***
1
459***
.089
.155*
.041
-.016
Importance
Close Friend Social Support 417***
642***
625***
1
.051
.063
.082
-.048
Importance
Social Anxiety Total Score 155***
-.032
-.063
.048
1
925***
903***
859***
FNE
-.142^
-.050
-.053
.045
952***
1
707***
682***
SAD-New
-.130^
.012
-.019
.076
908***
776***
1
762***
SAD-General
-.162*
-.045
-.123
.001
887***
785***
733***
1
Note: Correlations for girls are reported above the diagonal and correlations for boys are reported below; ^ correlation significant at p<.10; *correlation
significant at p< .05; **correlation significant at p<.01; ***correlation significant at p<.001

A Gender by Grade MANOVA was used to determine if there were any gender and/or grade-level differences in the frequency
of social support from classmates and close friends. The two-way MANOVA revealed a significant multivariate main effect of gender
in perceived frequency of support, Wilks lambda= .482, F(2, 368)=21.696, p<.001, partial eta squared= .105. Power to detect the
effect was .999. Given the significance of the overall test for gender, the univariate main effects were examined and significant main
effects were found for the frequency of support from close friends (F(1, 369)= 19.20, p<.001. Girls reported significantly greater
frequency of social support from close friends than boys. This difference was not significant for support from classmates (p=.087).
There were no significant differences in the perceived frequency of social support from classmates and close friends based on grade
and no significant Grade by Gender interactions were found.
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In addition to understanding differences in the frequency of support, a Gender by Grade
MANOVA was used to determine if there were any gender and/or grade-level differences in the
importance of social support from classmates and close friends. A two-way MANOVA revealed
a significant multivariate main effect of gender on the importance of support, Wilks’ lambda=
.912, F(2, 368)=17.818, p<.001, partial eta squared= .088. Power to detect the effect was .999.
Given the significance of the overall test for gender, the univariate main effects were examined.
Significant univariate main effects were found for the important of close friend support (F(1,
369)= 29.964, p<.001. Girls reported significantly greater importance of support from close
friends than boys. This difference was not significant for support from classmates (p=.279).
There were no significant differences in the importance of support from classmates and close
friends based on grade level and no significant Grade by Gender interactions were found.
Because research has indicated that students’ tend to report more frequent support from
close friends than classmates (Demaray & Malecki, 2002a), a Repeated Measures ANOVA was
run to compare students reports of the frequency of support from classmates and close friends
and the importance of support from classmates and close friends. Consistent with prior research,
both girls and boys in the sample reported more frequent support from their close friends than
their classmates, F (1, 178) = 305.22 p<.001, and F (1, 197) = 77.48, p<.001, respectively. Both
girls and boys reported that support from close friends was more important than support from
their classmates, F (1, 178) = 163.35 p<.001, and F (1, 197) = 34.99, p<.001, respectively.
Follow-up analyses examined these differences in students’ reports of classmate support
and close friend support importance at a more descriptive level. While students reported an
average score of 4.58 on the frequency of support from close friends, their average response on
the classmate items was a 3.4. This suggests that, on average, students reported receiving support
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from their close friends about “almost always” while their reports of classmate support suggest
receiving this type of support close to “some of the time.” In addition to understanding
differences in social support, gender and grade-level differences were also investigated in student
reports of social anxiety. It was predicted that girls and younger students would report higher
total levels of social anxiety. It was also predicted that girls and younger students would score
higher on the individual subscale scales.
A Gender by Grade ANOVA was used to determine whether any gender and/or gradelevel differences existed in the level of total social anxiety. The Gender main effect was
significant, F(1, 354)=10.251, p<.001. Girls reported higher levels of social anxiety than boys.
While there was no significant main effect of grade, F(3, 354)=.966, p=.409, there was a
significant Gender by Grade interaction, F(3, 354)=3.247, p=.022. While girls tended to report
higher levels of social anxiety than boys, 12th-grade boys had higher social anxiety scores than
12th-grade girls.
To investigate any gender and/or grade-level differences in students’ reports of the
specific subscales of social anxiety, a Gender by Grade MANOVA was conducted with gender
and grade as the independent variables and scores for Fear of Negative Evaluation (FNE), Social
Avoidance and Distress-General (SAD-General) and Social Avoidance and Distress-New (SADNew) as the independent variables. The two-way MANOVA revealed a significant multivariate
main effect of a Gender by Grade level interaction, Wilks’ lambda= .928, F(9, 856.826)=2.960,
p=.002, partial eta squared= .025. Power to detect the effect was .924. There was also a
significant multivariate main effect of gender, Wilks lambda= .908, F(3,352)=11.845, p<.001,
partial eta squared= .092. Given the significance of the overall test for the Gender by Grade
level interaction, the univariate main effects were examined. Significant univariate main effects
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were found for the Fear of Negative Evaluation subscale (F(3, 354)= 4.184, p=.006) and the
Social Avoidance and Distress-General subscale (F(3, 354)= 3.699, p=.012). While girls
generally reported higher scores on both the FNE scale and the SAD-General scale, 12th-grade
boys reported higher scores on these scales than girls. The univariate main effect of gender was
significant for the Fear of Negative Evaluation subscale (F(1, 354)= 17.969, p<.001) and the
Social Avoidance and Distress-General subscale (F(1, 354)=7.902, p=.005). Girls reported
higher scores on both of these subscales than boys.
Main Analyses
Research Question 1: How does the frequency of social support from classmates and close
friends relate to social anxiety and the different components of social anxiety, including fear of
negative evaluation, general social avoidance and distress and social avoidance and distress, in
new situations, for young men and young women?
To investigate the relationship between social support from classmates and close friends
and social anxiety for young men and young women, a series of hierarchical regression analyses
were conducted. Four separate hierarchical regressions were run which included each of two
sources of support (classmate support and close friend support) for all four outcomes. Meancentered total social support scores and gender were entered into the model first. Next,
interaction terms for the frequency of classmate and close friend support by gender were added
to the model to determine whether gender moderated the relationship between social support and
social anxiety (Baron & Kenny, 1986).
Social Support Frequency and Total Social Anxiety. Model 1 was significant with
10% of the variance accounted for; Classmate Social Support (b=-0.40, p<.001) was a unique
significant predictor of total social anxiety (see Table 4). The inclusion of the Frequency of
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Support by Gender interaction terms in Model 2 led to a significant increase in R , R = .125, F(5,
2

2

356)=10.197, p= .010. There was a significant Frequency of Classmate Social Support by
Gender interaction, b= 0.326, p=.032, indicating that the association between the frequency of
social support from classmates and total social anxiety scores varies by gender (see Figure 1).
Simple slope analyses indicated that the frequency of social support from classmates was a
stronger predictor of social anxiety for girls (b=-.583, p<.001), than for boys (b= -.257, p =.
015).
Table 4.
Perceived Frequency of Social Support and Total Social Anxiety
B
-.583
.007
-3.747

Model 2
SE B
.109
.109
1.799

ß
-.460
-.460
-.109

Classmate Support by Gender

.326*

.151

.195

Close Friend Support by
Gender

.111

.156

.069

Variable
Classmate Support
Close Friend Support
Gender

B
-0.040*
0.101
-3.538^

Model 1
SE B
.076
.077
1.814

.102***

R2

ß
-.319
.081
-.103

.125***

F for change in R2

4.642*

Note: ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; ^p<.10
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Figure 1.
Frequency of Classmate Support by Gender Interaction: Total Social Anxiety
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Social Support Frequency and Fear of Negative Evaluation. Model 1 was significant
with 10% of the variance accounted for; Classmate Social Support (b=-0.168, p<.001) and
Gender (b=-2.757, p=.003) were unique significant predictors of SAD-FNE (see Table 5). The
inclusion of the Frequency of Support by Gender interaction terms in Model 2 led to a significant
increase in R2, R2= .116, F(5, 356)=9.343, p<.001. There was a marginally significant Frequency
of Classmate support by Gender inaction, b=.147, p=.054, indicating that the association between
the frequency of social support from classmates and social anxiety varies by gender (see Figure
2). Simple slope analyses were run to determine the nature of this interaction by recoded gender
so that boys were the reference group. Simple slope analyses indicated that the frequency of
Classmate Social Support was a significant predictor of SAD-General for girls (b=-0.168
p<.001). This relationship was only marginally significant for boys (b=-.102, p=.054).
Social Support Frequency and Social Avoidance and Distress in New Situations.
Model 1 was significant with 8% of the variance accounted for; Classmate Social Support (b=0.136, p<.001), was a unique significant predictors of SAD-New (see Table 6). Close Friend
Social Support was marginally associated with SAD-New (b=0.054, p=.054). The inclusion of
the Frequency of Support by Gender interactions terms in Model 2 led to a significant increase in
R2, R2= .100, F(5, 356)=7.918, p<.001. However, there were no significant interactions within
the model.
Social Support Frequency and Social Avoidance and Distress in General. Model 1
was significant with 8% of the variance accounted for; Classmate Social Support (b=-0.100,
p<.001), was a unique significant predictor of SAD-General (see Table 7). The inclusion of the
Frequency of Support by Gender interactions term in Model 2 led to a significant increase in R2,
R2= .112, F(5, 356)=8.985, p=<.001. There was a significant Frequency of Classmate Social
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Support by Gender interaction, b= 0.079, p=.031, indicating that the association between the
frequency of social support from classmates and general social anxiety scores varies by gender
(See Figure 3). Simple slope analyses indicated that the frequency of Classmate Social Support
was a stronger predictor of SAD-General for girls (b=-0.143, p<.001), than for boys (b=-0.064,
p=.013).
Table 5.
Perceived Frequency of Social Support and Fear of Negative Evaluation
Variable
Classmate Support
Close Friend Support
Gender
Classmate Support by Gender
Close Friend Support by
Gender
R2
F for change in R2

B
-.168***
.028
-2.757**

Model 1
SE B
.038
.038
.906

ß
-.267
.045
-.162

B
-.248
-.011
-2.847
.147^

Model 2
SE B
.054
.059
.902
.076

ß
-.393
-.018
-.167
.176

.045

.078

.056

.098***

.104***
3.585*

Note: ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; ^p<.10
40
35
Social Anxiety: FNE

30
25
Women
Men

20
15
10
5
0

Low Frequency of Classmate Social Support High Frequency of Classmate Social Support

Note: FNE = Fear of Negative Evaluation

Figure 2.
Frequency of Classmate Support by Gender Interaction: FNE
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Table 6.
Perceived Frequency of Social Support and Social Avoidance and Distress-New
Variable
Classmate Support
Close Friend Support
Gender
Classmate Support by
Gender
Close Friend Support by
Gender

B
-.136*
.054^
-.948

Model 1
SE B
.027
.028
.653

ß
-.302
.120
-.078

B
-.191
.024
-1.013

Model 2
SE B
.039
.042
.650

ß
-.423
.053
-.083

.100^

.055

.168

.035

.056

.062

.083***

R2

.087***
3.403*

F for change in R2
Note: ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; ^p<.10

Table 7.
Perceived Frequency of Social Support and Social Avoidance and Distress- General
Variable
Classmate Support
Close Friend Support
Gender
Classmate Support by
Gender
Close Friend Support by
Gender

B
-.100*
.020
.167

Model 1
SE B
.019
.019
.441

.080***

R2

F for change in R
Note: ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; ^p<.10
2

ß
-.327
.066
.020

B
-.143
-.005
.113

Model 2
SE B
.026
.029
.437

ß
-.469
-.018
.014

.079*

.037

.197

.031

.038

.080

.100***
4.933**
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Social Support
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Note: SAD = Social Avoidance and Distress

Figure 3.
Frequency of Classmate Support by Gender Interaction: General
Research Question 2: How does the importance of social support from classmates and close
friends relate to social anxiety and the specific components of social anxiety, including fear of
negative evaluation, general social avoidance and distress, and social avoidance and distress in
new situations, for young men and young women?
To investigate the relationship between the importance of social support from classmates
and close friends and social anxiety for young men and young women, a series of hierarchical
regression analyses were conducted. Four separate hierarchical regressions were run which
included the importance scores for Classmate Support and Close Friend Support for all four
outcomes. Mean-centered total Social Support Importance scores and Gender were entered into
the model first. Next, interaction terms for the importance of classmate and close friend support
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by gender were added to the model to determine whether gender moderated the relationship
between the importance of social support and social anxiety (Baron & Kenny, 1986).
Social Support Importance and Total Social Anxiety. Model 1 was significant with
3% of the variance accounted for; Gender (b=-4.551, p=.016) was the only unique significant
predictors of total social anxiety (see Table 8). While Model 2 was significant, the change in R2
was not significant, and the inclusion of the interaction terms did not predict any additional
variance above and beyond the original model.
Social Support Importance and Fear of Negative Evaluation. Model 1 was significant
with 4% of the variance accounted for; Gender (b=-3.140, p=.001) was a unique significant
predictor of FNE (see Table 9). The inclusion of the Importance of Support by Gender
interactions term in Model 2 led to a marginally significant increase in R2, R2= .059, F(5,
362)=4.461, p=.001. The change in R2 led to a significant F change at the p=.055 level. There
was a significant Importance of Classmate Social Support by Gender interaction, b= -.446,
p=.017, indicating that the association between the importance of social support from classmates
and fear of negative evaluation varies by gender (see Figure 4). Analysis of the simple slopes
indicated that the Importance of Classmate Support was a marginally significant predictor of
FNE for girls (b=.255, p=.053) but was not significant for boys (b=-.191, p=.148).
Social Support Importance and Social Anxiety in New Situations. Model 1 was
significant with 3% of the variance accounted for; Gender (b=-1.260, p=.061) was a marginally
significant predictor of SAD-New (see Table 10). Model 2 was not significant and did not lead
to a significant change in R2.
Social Support Importance and Social Anxiety in General. Model 1 was not
significant, R2= .007, F(3, 358)=.861, p=.462. Model 2 was also not significant. See Table 11.

Table 8.
Importance of Social Support and Total Social Anxiety
Variable
Classmate Support Importance
Close Friend Support Importance
Gender
Classmate Support Importance by Gender
Close Friend Support Importance by Gender

B
-.095
.182
-4.551*

ß
-.032
.070
-.133

B
.264
.034
-4.311
-.716
.351

Model 2
SE B
.266
.255
1.897
.377
.350

ß
.090
.013
-.126
-.186
.102

.036*

.026*

R2
F for change in R

Model 1
SE B
.188
.173
1.879

1.807

2

Note: ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; ^p<.10

Table 9.
Importance of Social Support and Fear of Negative Evaluation
Variable
Classmate Support Importance
Close Friend Support Importance
Gender
Classmate Support Importance by Gender
Close Friend Support Importance by Gender
R2
F for change in R2

B
.030
.054
-3.140**

Model 1
SE B
.093
.086
.929

.042**

ß
.020
.042
-.184

B
.255
-.018
-2.960
-.446**
.184

Model 2
SE B
.131
.126
.935
.186
.172

ß
.174
-.014
-.173
-.232
.107

.057**
2.930^

Note: ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; ^p<.10
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Figure 4.
Importance of Classmate Support by Gender Interaction: FNE
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Table 10.
Importance of Social Support and Social Anxiety in New Situations
Variable
Classmate Support Importance
Close Friend Support Importance
Gender
Classmate Support Importance by Gender
Close Friend Support Importance by
Gender

B
-.056
.105^
-1.260^

Model 1
SE B
.067
.062
.670

ß
-.054
.113
-.103

B
.003
.089
-1.207
-.117

Model 2
SE B
.095
.091
.679
.135

ß
.003
.096
-.099
-.085

.042

.125

.035

.025*

R2

.028

F for change in R2
Note: ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; ^p<.10

.393

Table 11.
Importance of Social Support and Social Avoidance and Stress General
Variable
Classmate Support Importance
Close Friend Support Importance
Gender
Classmate Support Importance by Gender
Close Friend Support Importance by
Gender
R2
F for change in R2
Note: ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; ^p<.10

B
-.068
.023
-.150

Model 1
SE B
.046
.042
.457

.007

ß
-.096
.037
-.018

B
.006
-.037
-.144
-.154

Model 2
SE B
.065
.062
.462
.092

ß
.008
-.059
-.017
-.165

.124

.085

.150

.016
1.155
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Research Question 3: Does the importance of social support serve as a buffer in the relationship
between social support frequency and social anxiety for young men and young women?

To examine the possible moderating role of the importance of social support from various
sources in relation to social support frequency and social anxiety, two hierarchical regression
analyses were conducted, one for classmate support and one for close friend support. For each
source of support, the social support frequency score and gender were entered into the model
first. Second, social support importance was added to the model to determine whether the
importance of social support predicted any additional variance, above and beyond that accounted
for by the frequency of social support and gender alone. Next, to determine the possible
buffering role of social support importance in relation to social support frequency and anxiety, a
Social Support Frequency by Social Support Importance interaction term, in addition to all
possible two way interactions was added to the third model. Last, a Gender by Support
Frequency by Support Importance was added to the fourth step of the model to determine if the
buffering role of social support importance on the relationship between social support and social
anxiety differed by gender.
Classmate Support and Social Anxiety. Model 1 was significant with 10% of the
variance accounted for; Frequency of Classmate Social Support (b=-.349, p<.001) and Gender
(b=-4.293, p=.013) were unique significant predictors of social anxiety (see Tables 12 and 13).
The inclusion of Importance of Classmate Social Support in Model 2 led to a significant increase
in R2, R2= .119, F(3, 358)=16.047, p<.001. The results indicated that Frequency of Classmate
Social Support (b=-.439, p<.001), Gender (b=-3.871, p=.024) and the Importance of Classmate
Social Support (b=0.468, p=.004) were unique significant predictors of social anxiety.

Table 12.
Frequency and Importance of Classmate Support and Social Anxiety: Models 1 and 2
Variable
Classmate Support Frequency
Gender
Classmate Social Support Importance
Classmate Support Frequency by Gender
Classmate Support Importance by Gender
Classmate Support Frequency by Importance
Classmate Support Frequency by Importance by
Gender
R2
F for change in R2

B
-.349***
-4.293*

Model 1
SE B
.064
1.723

ß
-.276
-.125

B
-.439***
-3.871*
.468**

.098***

Model 2
SE B
.070
1.712
.162

ß
-.346
-.113
.159

.119***
8.296**

Note: ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; ^p<.10

Table 13.
Frequency and Importance of Classmate Support and Social Anxiety: Models 3 and 4
Variable
Classmate Support Frequency
Gender
Classmate Social Support Importance
Classmate Support Frequency by Gender
Classmate Support Importance by Gender
Classmate Support Frequency by Importance
Classmate Support Frequency by Importance by Gender
R2
F for change in R2

B
-.760***
-3.620*
.907***
.551***
-.911**
.018*

Model 3
SE B
.104
1.684
.236
.139
.320
.008
.167***
6.927***

ß
-.600
-.106
.309
.330
-.236
.105

B
-.744
-4.130
.910
.528
-.932
.008
.016

Model 4
SE B
.105
1.776
.236
.141
.321
.013
.017
.825***
.169

ß
-.587
-.121
.310
.316
-.242
.050
.074

Note: ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; ^p<.10
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The inclusion of all interaction terms in Model 3 led to a significant change in R , R =
2

.167, F(6, 355)=11.885, p<.001. There was a significant Frequency of Classmate Social Support
by Gender interaction, b= 0.551, p<.001, indicating that the association between the frequency of
social support from classmates and social anxiety varies by gender (see Figure 5). Simple slopes
were examined to determine the nature of this association and suggested that the Frequency of
Classmate Social Support was a significant predictor of social anxiety for both boys and girls,
however, this association was stronger for girls (b= -0.760, p <.001) than for boys (b= -0.209, p=
.026). There was also a significant Importance of Social Support by Gender interaction, b= 0.911, p=.005. Again,simple slopes were examined to provide more information on the nature of
this interaction. Results indicated that the Importance of Classmate Social Support was a
significant predictor of social anxiety for girls, b= 0.907, p <.001, but this association was not
significant for boys, b= -0.004, p =.986 (see Figure 6). Lastly, there was a significant Frequency
of Classmate Social Support by Importance of Classmate Social Support interaction, b=0.018,
p=.037. Simple slopes were examined by re-centering the Importance of Classmate Social
Support at one standard deviation above the mean and one standard deviation below the mean.
Results indicated that the Frequency of Social Support predicted social anxiety when the
Importance of Social Support from Classmates was high, b= -.637, p<.001; however, this
association was stronger when the Importance of Social Support from Classmates was low, b=
-.868, p<.001 (see Figure 7). While Model 4 was significant, the change in R2 was not
significant, and the inclusion of the 3 way interaction term did not predict any additional
variance above and beyond Model 3.
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Frequency of Classmate Support by Gender Interaction
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Importance of Classmate Support by Gender Interaction
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Figure 7.
Frequency of Classmate Support by Importance Interaction
Close Friend Support and Social Anxiety. Model 1 was significant with 3% of the
variance accounted for; Gender (b=-6.096, p=.001) was a significant predictor of social anxiety
(see Tables 14 and 15). The inclusion of Importance of Close Friend Social Support in Model 2
led to a significant increase in R2, R2= .049, F(3, 358)=6.176, p<.001. The results indicated that
Frequency of Close Friend Social Support (b=-.249, p=.003), Gender (b=-5.073, p=.006) and
the Importance of Close Friend Social Support (b=0.443, p=.011) were unique significant
predictors of social anxiety. The inclusion of the interaction terms in Model 3 and Model 4 did
not significantly account for any additional variance above and beyond Model 2.

Table 14.
Frequency and Importance of Close Friend Support and Social Anxiety: Models 1 and 2

Variable
Close Friend Support Frequency
Gender
Close Friend Support Importance
Close Friend Support Frequency by Gender
Close Friend Support Importance by Gender
Close Friend Support Frequency by Importance
Close Friend Support Frequency by Importance by
Gender
R2
F for change in R2

B
-.123^
-5.916**

Model 1
SE B
.067
1.823

ß
-.098
-.173

B
-.249**
-5.073**
.443*

Model 2
SE B
.083
1.839
.174

ß
-.198
-.148
.171

.049***
6.510*

.032**

Note: ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; ^p<.10

Table 15.
Frequency and Importance of Close Friend Support and Social Anxiety: Models 3 and 4
Variable
Close Friend Support Frequency
Gender
Close Friend Support Importance
Close Friend Support Frequency by Gender
Close Friend Support Importance by Gender
Close Friend Support Frequency by Importance
Close Friend Support Frequency by Importance by
Gender
R2
F for change in R2

B
-.420
-4.869
.630
.277
-.348
-.008

Model 3
SE B
.131
1.876
.263
.176
.350
.010
.061**
1.438

ß
-.335
-.142
.242
.173
-.101
-.047

B
-.417
-4.971
.630
-.349
.276
-.010

Model 4
SE B
.134
2.079
.263
.351
.176
.016

ß
-.333
.017
.242
-.101
.173
-.055

.002

.020

.012

.061**
.013

Note: ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05; ^p<.10
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
SUMMARY OF THE PURPOSE OF THE CURRENT STUDY
The current study sought to expand the literature on social anxiety by investigating the
relationship between social support and this debilitating social uneasiness. Specifically, the study
examined the relationship between the frequency of socially supportive behaviors from
classmates and peers, two critical relationships, particularly during adolescence. In addition, the
study investigated whether the value or importance that studentS place on having socially
supportive behaviors from these individuals would also be related to students’ reports of social
anxiety. Last, the study investigated whether evidence of discounting theory, or the ability to
attenuate the influence of a negative experience by considering it unimportant, could be applied
to the social anxiety literature. That is, does the importance of social support moderate the
relationship between the frequency of social support and social anxiety?
Main Findings
Preliminary analyses provide further support for considering the frequency and the
importance of social support as separate constructs (Demaray & Malecki, 2003; Malecki &
Elliott, 1999). The frequency and importance support variables were significantly and
moderately correlated with each other, which suggests that although they are related, they are
different from each other and should be examined separately. The preliminary analyses also
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suggested that there are significant gender differences in students’ perceptions of social support,
specifically for support from close friends. Girls in the current study perceived more frequent
support from close friends and also reported significantly higher importance ratings than boys in
the sample, while no gender differences existed in students’ reports of support from classmates.
This is consistent with the literature regarding social support which suggests that girls perceive
more support from their close friends and tend to place a greater premium on the importance of
these relationships (Demaray & Malecki, 2003). Girls tend to value emotional intimacy more so
than boys (Gilligan, 1982). Because close friendships are often characterized by intimacy and
companionship, girls may perceive more support from their close friends, as the nature of the
relationship is something that girls’ desire in their relationships with others (Gilligan, 1982). This
is also consistent with several studies that have found that girls tend to spend more time one on
one with close friends, whereas boys tend to spend more time within the context of the larger
peer group, which may explain why girls report more frequent support from their close friends
compared to boys (Benenson, Apostoleris & Parnass, 1997; Omark, Omark & Edelman, 1975).
It is also important to consider the differences between students’ reports of classmate and
close friend support in the overall sample. Students reported more frequent support from their
close friends than their classmates and also rated these behaviors as more important. While the
average response at the item level for the frequency of classmate support was a 3.4, or a rating of
closer to “some of the time,” the average item-level response for close friend support was closer
to “almost always,” indicating that classmate support is occurring much less often than support
from close friends. This is also consistent with the social support literature, which suggests that
support from classmates tends to be among the most infrequent of all sources of support
(Demaray & Malecki, 2002a).
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It is also important to note that this sample demonstrated extremely high levels of social
anxiety. In fact, the researchers who developed the scale indicate that a score of about 50 on the
Social Anxiety Scale is within the “Clinically Significant” range. For girls, the average social
anxiety score was a 50.48, demonstrating that on average girls were reporting clinically
significant levels of social anxiety for this sample of students. In addition, the researchers
provide descriptive ranges for students and place them into “Low Socially Anxious,” “Average,”
and “High Socially Anxious” categories based on their score ranges. Over 40% of the sample
classified as “highly socially anxious”, suggesting that almost half of the sample was highly
anxious. Had this study been conducted with a sample of students in the average range or with
more normative levels of social anxiety, results may have varied.

Research Question 1: How does the frequency of social support from classmates and close
friends relate to social anxiety and the different components of social anxiety, including fear of
negative evaluation, general social avoidance and distress and social avoidance and distress, in
new situations, for young men and young women?
Results from the analyses partially support the proposed hypotheses that the frequency of
classmate social support and close friend support are associated with social anxiety. Overall, the
frequency of social support from classmates was consistently associated with social anxiety
across outcomes, with higher levels of perceived social support from classmates associated with
lower levels of social anxiety. This is consistent with past research that suggests that social
support from classmates is related to social anxiety (La Greca & Lopez, 1998). It is also
consistent with research suggesting the importance of peer support in the social-emotional wellbeing of students in general. For example, Tillfors et al. (2012) found that general peer
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acceptance, one factor that may be a perquisite to feeling supported by peers, places students at
greater risk for social anxiety. Other studies have found classmate support to be a significant
predictor of outcomes such as general anxiety, interpersonal relations and social stress, which are
constructs that are highly related to social anxiety (Demaray & Malecki, 2002a; Rueger et al.,
2010). Taken together, these results extend the research on peer support by suggesting a direct
and unique link between classmate support and social anxiety specifically.
Contrary to the predictions, close friend support was not significantly associated with
students’ reports of social anxiety, and support from close friends was only significant at the
marginally significant level for social avoidance and distress in new situations. Although
research has suggested a link between support from close friends and social anxiety (Greco &
Morris, 2005; La Greca & Lopez, 1998), these findings are somewhat consistent with the social
support literature that suggests that, when social support from close friends and classmates are
considered as two separate sources, support from the general peer group is a better predictor of
both positive and negative outcomes than support from close friends (Demaray & Malecki,
2002a; Demaray et al., 2005). In addition, La Greca and Lopez (1998) examined these constructs
in an adolescent sample of students, finding that social anxiety and support from the peer group
and social anxiety and support from close friends were significantly correlated; however, the
associations between support and social anxiety were stronger for peer support than close friend
support. Taken together, support from classmates may be more strongly associated with social
anxiety than support from close friends. The current study provides further evidence to support
that classmate support and close friend are differentially related to internalizing outcomes, in this
case, social anxiety (Malecki & Demaray, 2002). Overall, these results support early research
examining the unique association between social anxiety and social support.
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In addition to these main effects, significant gender interactions for classmate social
support were found for all outcome variables except for social avoidance and distress in new
situations. Across outcomes, the frequency of social support from classmates was a stronger
predictor of symptoms of social anxiety for girls than for boys. These results suggest that social
support from classmates may be more influential on the social-emotional well-being of girls than
boys. It could be that for girls, having support from the peer group is more important than for
boys. This could be explained by gender differences regarding peer relationships in general.
Research suggests that girls characterize their peer relationships using qualities such as
validation, intimacy and support more often than boys (Parker & Asher, 1993). For example,
Parker and Asher (1993) found that girls rated their friendships higher on dimensions such as
intimacy and caring, help and guidance and conflict resolution. Because girls use these terms to
describe their relationships to a greater extent than boys and considering that social support often
includes behaviors that would fall under these dimensions, it makes sense that support may be
more strongly related to negative outcomes, such as social anxiety, because support is a critical
characteristic of relationships to girls. In sum, support may be more of a defining characteristic
of a positive peer relationship to a greater extent to girls than to boys and thus may be more
strongly associated with outcomes that involve social interactions.
Another possible explanation for these gender differences may also be explained by the
fact that boys and girls may differ in how they utilize their support networks. Research has
suggested that girls tend to utilize relationships with peers as a coping tool more-so than boys
(Jenkins et al., 2002). As a result, a lack of support from the peer group may reduce the
opportunity to cope with the stress of social situations for girls, whereas boys may be less
comfortable using their peers to deal with social stress (Rose & Rudolph, 2006). For example,
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when faced with a hypothetical situation, girls were more likely to offer social support to a friend
in need such as being sympathetic and expressing care, whereas boys were more likely to avoid
the problem (Rose & Asher, 1999). Instead, boys may seek out other sources of support when
dealing with social anxiety, such as parents or siblings. As a result, boys may be less influenced
by support from the peer group as their relationships tend to focus less on disclosure, intimacy
and companionship then girls (La Greca & Lopez, 1998). Additionally, boys and girls may
benefit from different types of supportive behaviors. While girls may benefit from emotionally
supportive behaviors, boys may benefit from other types of supportive behaviors such as hanging
out and spending time with peers playing games, which classify more as the instrumental type of
social support outlined by Tardy (1985). Future research should investigate this possibility.
Despite differences in the strength of the relationship between social support and social
anxiety from classmates for boys and for girls, the frequency of support from peers was
significantly related to social anxiety for both genders. Overall, these results support early
research examining the unique association between social anxiety and social support and indicate
the importance of peers in relation to social anxiety.

Research Question 2: How does the importance of social support from classmates and close
friends relate to social anxiety and the specific components of social anxiety, including fear of
negative evaluation, general social avoidance and distress, and social avoidance and distress in
new situations, for young men and young women?
The hypotheses proposed for Research Question 2 were not supported. Overall, it appears
that the importance of social support from classmates and close friends on its own is not
significantly related to social anxiety. In fact, gender was the only consistent predictor of social
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anxiety across all four outcome variables. This finding is interesting considering the research that
suggests that the importance of support from classmates and close friends is related to selfesteem variables such as self-image, self-concept and social self-concept (Demaray et al., 2009).
It may be that the importance of social support alone is not a significant predictor of social
anxiety and that only within the context of the frequency of support does the importance value
placed on these behaviors play a role in the relationship between social support and social
anxiety, which was ultimately discovered when investigating the third research question.

Research Question 3: Does the importance of social support serve as a buffer in the relationship
between social support frequency and social anxiety for young men and young women?
The third research question was also supported, with the frequency and the importance of
social support being significantly associated with total social anxiety scores for both classmate
and close friend support. In fact, in both analyses, adding the importance of support into the
model led to a significant increase in the variance accounted for and predicted social anxiety
scores better than the frequency of support alone. These findings provide support for the
significance of studying both the frequency of support as well as the evaluation or value that
students place on social support from classmates and close friends. These findings are
corroborated by prior research on social anxiety that suggests the importance of social support
from peers and close friends in the social functioning and social-emotional well-being of
adolescents (; Davidson & Demaray, 2007; Demaray & Malecki, 2002a; La Greca et al., 1988;
La Greca & Lopez, 1998; Malecki et al., 2007; Prinstein et al., 2002; Rueger et al., 2010).
One interesting finding was that while the frequency of social support from classmates
and close friends was negatively associated with social anxiety, the importance of social support
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was positively associated with social anxiety, with greater importance values being associated
with greater levels of social anxiety. These findings suggest that students who place a very high
value on socially supportive behaviors may be at greater risk for social anxiety than individuals
who have average or lower levels of importance. This relationship will be elaborated on when
describing the significant interaction between the frequency of social support and the importance
of social support below.
The analyses examining social support from classmates found significant interactions that
support the hypotheses. Consistent with the findings from Research Question 1, the frequency of
classmate support and importance of support from classmates varied by gender. While the
frequency of social support was a significant predictor of social anxiety for both boys and girls,
this association was stronger for girls, suggesting that the frequency of social support was more
strongly related to students’ social anxiety for girls than for boys. Gender differences also existed
in students’ reports of the importance of social support; importance of support from classmates
was a significant predictor of social anxiety for girls but not for boys. These findings provide
further evidence of potential gender differences in the relationship between social support and
social anxiety and may indicate that social support may be more important in the development
and maintenance of social anxiety for girls than for boys. For girls, having supportive
relationships may play a key role in feeling comfortable in social settings. This is consistent with
research that suggests that girls tend to place a higher premium on supportive peer relationships
and that they value emotional intimacy and companionship moreso than boys (Furman &
Buhmester, 1992; La Greca & Lopez, 1998; Parker & Asher, 1993). As a result, support may be
more of an integral component in girls’ social relationships, which may have a larger impact on
their anxiety in social settings.

84
Perhaps most interestingly and consistent with the hypotheses, the importance of social
support moderated the relationship between the frequency of social support and social anxiety
for classmate support. Students who place a high premium on social support from their
classmates had overall higher levels of social anxiety than those who value those supportive
relationships less. In fact, the main effect of importance demonstrated a positive association, with
greater importance ratings associated with greater social anxiety. Considering the nature of social
anxiety and the models associated with the disorder, this finding makes sense. Students who
highly value social support from their classmates will care about their social interactions with
these individuals much more than their peers who place less emphasis on the value of these
supportive behaviors because, overall, these relationships are more meaningful to them. As a
result, these students may worry about their social experiences at a higher level than their peers
who are able to discount the importance to some extent. However, despite these higher levels of
anxiety overall, the association between the frequency of social support and social anxiety was
stronger for those with low levels of importance. In other words, adolescents who have frequent
support but report lower importance scores are well off. They have support from their classmates
even if they don’t value it to a great extent. Students in this group may not place an extremely
high emphasis on having these behaviors simply because they do have them and may not realize
their importance because they feel supported by their classmates.
When considering the students with low levels of support from their classmates, students
who have low support and concurrent low levels of importance have higher levels of social
anxiety than those with frequent support, but their levels of anxiety are actually less than those
who highly value it. These findings suggest that students who have low levels of support and are
not able to discount the value of support are actually demonstrating the most extreme levels of
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social anxiety. In other words, students with a mismatch between their perceived frequency of
social support and the value they place on those behaviors have the highest levels of social
anxiety. As mentioned, students who place a high premium on social relationships are naturally
going to have higher levels of anxiety in social situations because they mean more to them. This
explains the stronger relationship between the frequency of supportive behaviors for kids with
low importance. Those who have support but don’t care aren’t anxious because their social
interactions aren’t as meaningful to them and so being anxious in social situations may not be a
concern, whereas those who have low support but value it are experiencing a deficit in an area
that is highly important to them.
On the other hand, it is important to note that those with low levels of support and low
importance ratings did have higher levels of social anxiety than those with frequent support. This
may suggest that perhaps discounting the importance of support serves as a defense mechanism
for these kids. While discounting the importance of social support can protect them from social
anxiety to a certain extent, these students are still experiencing social anxiety and questions
whether students in this category actually don’t care about having social support from their peers
or if they are simply using this as a strategy to maintain their self-esteem.
These results can be further understood within the context of the cognitive-behavioral
model of social anxiety. According to Rapee and Heimberg (1997), socially anxious individuals
tend to be overly critical of themselves and highly value the positive views of others. Hoffman
(2007) supports this hypothesis and expands on it, suggesting that social anxiety involves a
perceived self-efficacy component, in which the individual wants to achieve some standard (such
as wanting or valuing frequent social support) but does not believe he or she has the skills or
ability to do so (perceiving low support from one’s classmates), which in turn produces a low
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self-efficacy and a lack of confidence in skills or abilities (Clark, 2001). Within the context of
the current study, an individual who values social support but perceives support from classmates
as infrequent is experiencing just that. These individuals value the positive support of others but
feel as though they are lacking in this area, creating a discrepancy between a desired level of
performance (value placed on behavior) and actual level of performance (perceived social
support). Considering the role of self-efficacy in the context of the model of social anxiety, an
individual who has low perceived frequency of social support but value this support may have
lower self-efficacy due to the mismatch between their desired level of support and their actual
perceived level of support. This mismatch could result in a negative bias, particularly pertinent to
social situations, and lead to high levels of social anxiety. A wide array of studies has found
support for these theories suggesting that socially phobic individuals have a severe discrepancy
between their social standards and their perceived self-efficacy (Alfano, Beidel & Turner, 2006;
Cartwright-Hatton et al., 2003; Cartwright-Hatton et al., 2005; Spence, Donovan, & BrechmanToussaint, 1999). The results of the current study support this model of social anxiety in that
individuals with a mismatch between their perceived level of support and the value they place on
that behavior have higher levels of anxiety than those who may have low levels of support but
are able to discount the importance of having that behavior.
These findings suggest that, in the face of low levels of social support from classmates,
being able to discount the importance of social support may be protective. Individuals who are
able to discount the importance of social support may be able to short-circuit the cycle of the
maintaining factors of social anxiety outlined by Rapee and Heimberg (1997) and Hoffman
(2007) by protecting an individual from experiencing low perceived self-efficacy. When the
individual is able to discount the importance of social support, that person will not experience the
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discrepancy between desired and actual support that the individual who greatly values support
does. Thus, one will be able to protect one’s self-efficacy in their social relationships because
having these behaviors are not vital to one;s self-concept the way that it is for an individual who
really values these behaviors.
These findings can be further explained through the research on theories of discounting
and cognitive dissonance. Research has suggested that when faced with a situation where failure
is inevitable, an individual may be able to discount the importance of the task and protect one’s
self-esteem (Harter & Whitesell, 2001). This phenomenon has been demonstrated in the social
support research. In one study specific to social support, Demaray et al. (2009) found that
students who had lower perceived support from classmates and close friends but placed a high
value on those supports had lower global self-concept than those who were average or low in
their ratings. The current study provides further evidence of this phenomenon in that a similar
relationship was found with classmate support when social anxiety was considered to be the
outcome variable. Taken together, these studies suggest that when the frequency of social
support is low, devaluing or discounting the importance of those behaviors may be protective.
In addition to the literature on discounting, these findings may also be explained using
the literature on cognitive dissonance. According to cognitive dissonance theory, when an
individual encounters two conflicting experiences, attitudes, or emotions, he or she will feel
discomfort (Festinger, 1962). Several studies have found that when an individual experiences
this phenomenon, the individual may engage in ways of thinking that will reduce this
discrepancy between conflicting experiences and engage in some type of dissonance reduction
strategy to accomplish this (Festinger, 1957; 1962). In sum, the individual will engage in a way
of thinking or activities in order to reduce this inconsistency (Harmon-Jones, Price & Harmon-
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Jones, 2015). Individuals experiencing a discrepancy between their frequency of support and the
value they place on that support may thus engage in a defense mechanism where they discount
the importance of support as a means of reducing the discomfort associated with these
conflicting experiences. The current study provides some initial support that engaging in this
type of behavior may actually serve as a means of protecting the individual from social anxiety,
which is consistent with prior research that suggests that discounting can protect self-esteem and
self-image and reduce the discomfort associated with conflicting experiences (Demaray et al.,
2009; Festinger, 1957). Further research should consider the role of dissonance reduction in
relation to social support and social anxiety more directly.
Implications/Future Directions
The current study suggests that the frequency of social support, specifically support from
classmates, is associated with students’ reports of social anxiety. While the importance of social
support from classmates and close friends was not significantly related to social anxiety, it
moderated the relationship between the frequency of social support and social anxiety when
considering support from classmates. Taken together, these results suggest that intervention
efforts for socially anxious adolescents should target classmate support or support from the
general peer group. Implementing programs to help build peer relationships at the school-wide
level and adopting a positive school atmosphere may be beneficial for socially anxious students.
Given this association, future research may want to investigate whether other variables, such as
school climate, may be related to social anxiety. If the general peer group is strongly associated
with anxiety, general school-related variables that help to describe the overall peer dynamics
within the school, such as school climate and school belonging, should be investigated in relation
to social anxiety.
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While the importance of social support significantly moderated the relationship between
the frequency of social support and social anxiety, teaching adolescents to discount the
importance of support is never something that schools should consider doing, as these
relationships are important and devaluing them would serve a maladaptive function. However,
another potential explanation of this finding can help provide insight into potential interventions
for students with social anxiety. Considering the cognitive behavioral models of social anxiety,
perhaps those with high levels of social anxiety are simply experiencing a negative bias towards
themselves and perceiving low levels of social support from their peers, despite maybe having
average levels of actual support. There is evidence to suggest that negative cognitions are a
salient feature of social anxiety throughout development. One study examining social anxiety in
both children and adolescents found that across developmental periods, participants rated their
overall performance on a social interaction task as poor and had more negative performance
expectations prior to the tasks than control subjects, suggesting that both children and
adolescents have negative mental representations of themselves during social events (Rao et al.,
2006; Rapee & Heimberg, 1997). Other studies have found support for this phenomenon, with
socially phobic children reporting more negative outcome expectations (Erath et al., 2007;
Spence et al., 1999), evaluating their performance during social evaluative situations as poor,
reporting higher levels of negative self-talk than non-anxious peers during role play and socially
evaluative tasks, and reporting themselves as less socially competent overall (Spence et al.,
1999). Cartwright-Hatton et al., (2003) and Cartwright-Hatton et al. (2005) extended these
findings to determine whether students’ negative evaluation of their performance was actually
warranted, or if their negative perceptions were a function of their disorder. The researchers
found that that socially anxious children had lower self-reported social skills and reported
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displaying more visible nervous behaviors during a socially evaluative task than their nonanxious peers. However, when their social performance was rated by an independent observer,
no differences existed between anxious and non-anxious children. Taken together, these findings
suggest that socially anxious children may have negative cognitive biases and outcome
expectations that fuel their apprehension in social situations, despite no actual deficit in skills.
These findings are consistent with the idea of illusory biases and well-being. Specifically,
research suggests that having an unrealistic positive self-evaluation, that is, a positive illusory
bias (PIB), can be protective and actually promote well-being and performance in areas of deficit
(Heath & Glen, 2005; Taylor & Brown, 1988). Research has found support for this selfprotective hypothesis (Diener & Milich, 1997). It could be that socially anxious individuals are
actually experiencing the opposite of this effect, or a negative illusory bias, where they are
actually underestimating their levels of social support, leading to heightened social anxiety.
These findings support the possibility that perhaps socially anxious individuals simply display
negative illusory biases about their socially supportive networks, and targeting these maladaptive
cognitions could be an important area to target for intervention efforts. In addition, since the
research suggests that perceived support is more strongly linked to negative outcomes than actual
support (Barrera, 1986), interventions that target this maladaptive cognition could be particularly
effective. Future research should consider this possibility more directly by examining the
relationship between enacted social support and perceived social support in relation to social
anxiety.
Related to the idea that socially anxious individuals may display a negative illusory bias,
another important area to consider is within the realm of attribution theory, or the perception of
the causes of events, and how these perceptions influence subsequent behaviors and thoughts
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about the self (Kelley & Michela, 1980). Research examining attributions suggests that
individuals are more likely to attribute positive outcomes to internal causes and negative
outcomes to external causes (Taylor & Brown, 1988). However, a tendency to attribute causes of
events to the self may contribute to the idea of a negative illusory bias and play a role in the selfconcept of the socially anxious individual. This has been demonstrated in the research examining
social status and attributional style in children (Crick & Ladd, 1993). For example, more
research should examine the attributional styles of socially anxious individuals and the
relationship of these patterns of causal attribution with social anxiety and perceptions of social
support. Research in this area could inform interventions that may help socially anxious
individuals work on how they attribute events in their lives and reduce their levels of anxiety in
social situations.
Another important factor to consider is that discounting did serve a protective function
for these students. However, intervention efforts that focus on helping kids discount the
importance of their relationships with their classmates may not be an appropriate intervention.
Instead, there may be a critical level of importance that is ideal when considering peer
relationships. In other words, perhaps it is adaptive to not place an extremely high premium on
relationships with peers so that when the occasional rejection occurs, a student will be able to
brush it off and move on. However, extreme disregard for others and placing little value on the
importance of peer relationships may be pathological and characteristic of antisocial behavior
disorders. In other words, socially anxious individuals may actually over-value social support,
making it more difficult to interact functionally with peers and handle the occasional negative
social experiences that are common during adolescence. Future research should investigate this
relationship and examine how much importance is too much and how little is pathological.
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It is also important that future research further explores the students in the low
frequency/low support category more deeply, as these kids may represent a heterogeneous group.
Perhaps for some, they have simply given up on trying to have supportive relationships.
However, for others, they may be discounting importance as a defense mechanism to protect
their self-esteem. It is important to understand differences between the students who genuinely
don’t care about these behaviors and students who may report not caring about these behaviors
as a way to protect their self-esteem. In addition, having hope that these relationships can be
attained may be protective and should be explored. It is also important to consider that social
anxiety should be thought of as a continuum (Rapee & Spence, 2004). There is evidence for an
anxiety-performance curve, with some anxiety actually serving an adaptive function and higher
levels of anxiety serving a detrimental function (Rapee & Spence, 2004). Future research should
further investigate this relationship with social support and determine the critical level at which
social anxiety may become maladaptive.
Social support in the current study was measured using a measure of perceived
functional support. That is, it measured a student’s perception of the behaviors that are
considered socially supportive. However, social support has many characteristics that are outside
of this frame of reference. For example, some research has suggested that the structure or the
number of individuals within the social network may be related to specific outcomes (Levitt,
Guacci-Franco & Levitt, 1993). For example, one study examining the relationship between peer
relations and self-esteem found that students who reported at least one reciprocal friendship had
higher self-esteem ratings than adolescents who reported no reciprocal friendships, suggesting
the value of reciprocal friendships and how the structure of friend groups may play a role in selfesteem (Bishop & Inderbitzen, 1995). Future research should investigate the relationship
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between both the structure (network size) and function (behaviors) of social support in relation to
social anxiety.
Last, the current study provides support for the association between social support from
classmates and close friends and social anxiety. Future research should investigate this
relationship using more general outcomes, such as general anxiety, depression and self-esteem.
In addition, future studies should examine the role that other potential factors may have on this
relationship. For example, can variables such as social skills, social competence and self-esteem
explain the relationship between social support and social anxiety and can other sources of
support compensate for a lack of support from another source?
Study Limitations
Several limitations existed for the current study. First, all of the data were self-report data
collected from the students using an online survey. As a result, students may not have taken the
survey seriously or may not have reported their actual behaviors. Students’ perceptions of their
supports and report of social anxiety may also be an inaccurate representation of their actual
behaviors and so future research should attempt to collect these data using multiple informants or
using other techniques to supplement self-report. Research also suggests that some students may
have an illusory bias regarding their behaviors, which may skew their responses in an overly
positive or overly negative direction (Heath & Glen, 2005; Taylor & Brown, 1988). In order to
take this potential bias into account, having an additional rater to compare the students’
responses to could help to determine whether having a positive or negative illusory bias may be
protective or maladaptive in relation to social anxiety. Additionally, 21 responses were
considered to be invalid due to clear and obvious patterns (i.e., all “1”s for every question on the
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survey) and/or the use of profanity that indicated that the student did not take the survey
seriously. In addition to the limitations associated with self-report data, there was no researcher
supervision of the data collection, which could also reduce the reliability and validity of the
students’ responses.
Another important limitation of this study is that the cross-sectional nature of the data
collection limits the ability to draw causal conclusions. However it is important to consider the
directionality of this relationship and the possibility of third variables that may be indirectly
influencing this relationship. Several studies have drawn a connection between negative peer
relationships and social anxiety. La Greca and Lopez (1998) found that students with high levels
of social anxiety reported lower perceived social competence, and self-worth and more negative
peer interactions. In addition, socially anxious youth tend to display less pro-social behavior and
engage in greater levels of social withdrawal (Erath et al., 2007). As a result, it is important to
consider whether this relationship may be more complex and whether it is social anxiety and the
subsequent withdrawal and lack of prosocial behavior that may lead to less frequent social
support, particularly from peers. If a student engages in these behaviors, her or she are less likely
to be engaging in relationships with peers and more likely to self-select to isolate (La Greca et
al., 1988). It is interesting to consider the directionality of this behavior and future studies should
investigate the relationship between social support and social anxiety using longitudinal designs
and more complex analyses to examine this possibility.
Another possible limitation of the study was that the frequency and importance ratings
were on different scales, with the frequency ratings ranging from 1 to 6 and the importance
ratings ranging from 1 to 3. As a result, the scale may not be as sensitive on the importance
measure as it is with frequency and may explain why frequency was the better predictor. Future
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research should examine whether considering the importance of social support on a wider scale
may be a more appropriate way to measure the importance of support. In addition, social
desirability may have influenced students’ ratings, particularly the importance ratings of social
support. Future research should attempt to control for social desirability in students’ responses by
measuring tendencies to respond in socially desirable ways. Relatedly, the correlation analyses
suggested that the correlations between several of the study variables were not significant, for
example, the importance variables and the social anxiety variables. This may reflect why some of
the results produced insignificant findings; more research should investigate this relationship in
the future since this is inconsistent with other studies that have found significant correlations (La
Greca & Lopez, 1998). Last, the students in this dataset were highly anxious. In fact, the average
level of social anxiety for girls was within the clinically significant range according to the
researchers who developed the measure. Perhaps if the sample had more normative levels of
anxiety the results would be different.
Summary and Conclusion
In sum, the current study provides further evidence to support the relationship between
social support and social anxiety. In particular, these findings suggest that social support from
classmates is significantly associated to reports of social anxiety, while support from close
friends may not be as important in relation to social anxiety. Although this relationship appears
to be stronger for girls, the frequency of social support is important across both genders. While
the importance of social support was not significantly associated with social anxiety on its own,
when considered in the context of the frequency of support, the importance of support was
positively associated with social anxiety, with students who highly value support reporting more
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anxiety in social situations. Last, the importance of social support moderated the relationship
between the frequency of social support and social anxiety. In other words, when there was a
mismatch between the perceived frequency of support and the value placed on having those
behaviors, students demonstrated the highest social anxiety scores. Taken together, the current
study provides important information about the role of social support and social anxiety and
highlights the importance of the general peer group in the social and emotional functioning of
adolescent students.
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39… spends time with me when I’m lonely.
40…gives me ideas when I don’t know what to do.
41…gives me good advice.
42…explains things that I don’t understand.
43…tells me he or she likes what I do.
44…nicely tells me when I make mistakes.
45…nicely tells me the truth about how I do on things.
46…helps me when I need it.
47…shares his or her things with me.
48…takes time to help me solve my problems.

Always

Not Important

Important

Very Important

I
I
I
I
I
I

A

B

C

D

E

F

G

H

I

A
A
A
A
A

B
B
B
B
B

C
C
C
C
C

D
D
D
D
D

E
E
E
E
E

F
F
F
F
F

G
G
G
G
G

H
H
H
H
H

I
I
I
I
I
Very Important

38… sticks up for me if others are treating me badly.

H
H
H
H
H
H

Important

37…understands my feelings.

G
G
G
G
G
G

Not Important

My Close Friend…

F
F
F
F
F
F

Always

36…help me with projects in class.

Almost Always

35…spend time doing things with me.

E
E
E
E
E
E

Almost Always

34…ask me to join activities.

Most of the Time

33…notice when I have worked hard.

D
D
D
D
D
D

Most of the Time

30…give me good advice.
31…tell me I did a good job when I’ve done something
well.
32…nicely tell me when I make mistakes.

Some of the Time

29…give me information so I can learn new things.

C
C
C
C
C
C

Some of the Time

28…give me ideas when I don’t know what to do.

Almost Never

27…pay attention to me.

B
B
B
B
B
B

Almost Never

26…like most of my ideas and opinions.

A
A
A
A
A
A

Never

My Classmates…
25…treat me nicely.

Important?

Never

How Often?

A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
A

B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B
B

C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C
C

D
D
D
D
D
D
D
D
D
D
D
D

E
E
E
E
E
E
E
E
E
E
E
E

F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F

G
G
G
G
G
G
G
G
G
G
G
G

H
H
H
H
H
H
H
H
H
H
H
H

I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
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SAS-A (Adolescents)
This is not a test, there are no right or wrong answers. Please answer each as honestly as you can.
Use these numbers to show HOW MUCH YOU FEEL something is true for you:
1= Not at all
2= Hardly ever
3= Sometimes
4= Most of the time
5= All the time
Now let’s try these sentences first. How much does each describe how you feel?
a. I like summer vacation… 1 2 3 4 5
b. I like to eat spinach…
12345
1. I worry about doing something new in front of others
1
2
3
4
5
2. I like to do things with my friends
1
2
3
4
5
3. I worry about being teased
1
2
3
4
5
4. I feel shy around people I don’t know
1
2
3
4
5
5. I only talk to people I know really well
1
2
3
4
5
6. I feel that peers talk about me behind my back
1
2
3
4
5
7. I like to read
1
2
3
4
5
8. I worry about what others think of me
1
2
3
4
5
9. I’m afraid that others will not like me
1
2
3
4
5
10. I get nervous when I talk to peers I don’t know very well 1
2
3
4
5
11. I like to play sports
1
2
3
4
5
12. I worry about what others say about me
1
2
3
4
5
13. I get nervous when I meet new people
1
2
3
4
5
14. I worry that others don’t like me
1
2
3
4
5
15. I’m quiet when I’m with a group of people
1
2
3
4
5
16. I like to do things by myself
1
2
3
4
5
17. I feel that others make fun of me
1
2
3
4
5
18. If I get into an argument, I worry that the other person
1
2
3
4
5
will not like me
19. I’m afraid to invite others to do things with me because 1
2
3
4
5
they might say no
20. I feel nervous when I’m around certain people
1
2
3
4
5
21. I feel shy even with peers I know well
1
2
3
4
5
22. It’s hard for me to ask others to do things with me
1
2
3
4
5
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1. What is your gender? (select one)
A- Male
2. What is your grade? (select one)
A-6th
B- 7th
C- 8th
D- 9th
3. What is your age? (select one)
A- 12
B- 13
C- 14
D- 15

B- Female
E- 10th
F- 11th
G- 12th

E- 16
F- 17
G- 18 or older

4. What is/are your ethnicity(ies)? (select all that apply)
A- African American
D- Hispanic/Latino(a)
B- Asian
E- Native American
C- White
F- Other
5. What is the month of your birthday?
A- January or February
B- March
C- April
D- May
E- June

(select one)
F- July
G- August
H- September
I- October
J- November or December

6. What is the year of your birthday? (select one)
A- 1996 or earlier
E- 2000
B- 1997
F- 2001
C- 1998
G- 2002 or later
D- 1999
7. What do you think your grades in school are right now? (select one)
A- Mostly As
D- Mostly Ds
B- Mostly Bs
E- Mostly Fs
C- Mostly Cs

